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ABSTRACT
Davis, Davis Ann. Ed.D. The University of Memphis. December 2013 to be
conferred. Literacy Practices in the Homes of African American Families and Their
Perceived Affects on the Language and Literacy Development of Their Children.
The purpose of this study was to explore the tenacities, practices, and discourse of
family-based literacy practices and their connection in African American families. It
scrutinized the influence of the practices of African American families on the multiple
contexts of literacy practices in their passageway across the school-community periphery.
The researcher used interviews, literacy practices blogs, and analyzing of literacy
artifacts to identify and document the family literacy practices of five African American
families with pre-school age children.
The findings of the study revealed that each family shared some common literacy
practices which may be associated with the ecology of their families. Those identified
practices presented three major themes, including family connection literacy practices,
religious literacy practices, and civil rights−enhancement literacy practices. Furthermore,
most of the families viewed the literacy practices most closely associated with the
dominant culture as more important. Practices related to family routines and structures
were commonly regarded as less important in children’s language and literacy
development.

Keywords: family literacy, literacy practices, African American, cultural literacy, family
literacy practices, intergenerational literacy practices
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Family Engagement
This study will examine the role of the African American families in the language
and literacy development of their children. Diffily (2004) argues, families are the first
teachers of their children. Continuing, from the beginning of time families were the
children’s educators. In agreement, Compton-Lilly (2003), states much of the acquisition
of knowledge occurred within the home. According to Procidano and Fisher (1992), in
the 1990s there began a movement to focus attention on the relationship between school
performance and family life. An appreciative approach to family influences on the
development of children’s knowledge began to emerge. In this appreciative approach it is
important to understand there are a wide range of diverse traits within families which
influences children’s knowledge. To begin this discourse, it is important to understand
cultural engagement as well as knowledge construction.
Cultural Engagement
Banks (1996) references a discourse in our nation pertaining to teaching ethnic
and cultural diversity in our schools. Banks also discusses the ideology of Western
traditionalists as opposed to that of feminists, intellectuals “of color,” and
multiculturalists. Western traditionalists believe in the dominance of Western civilization
in the school curriculums. The opposing viewpoint held by multiculturalists is that
curriculum, as they are currently; typically marginalize the experiences of people of color
and of women. The ultimate goal of both Western traditionalists and multiculturalists is
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to increase students’ knowledge; however, just this achievement is heavily debatable
(Banks, 1996; Hirsch, 1987; Milner, 2010).
To begin this debate, we should first understand the meaning of the word
“culture” as well as the nature of culture. Historically, culture is thought of the way
Bullivant (1993) explains it:
...a group’s program for survival in and adaptation to its environment. The
cultural program consists of knowledge, concepts, and values shared by group
members through systems of communication. Culture also consists of the shared
beliefs, symbols, and interpretations within a human group. (p. 31)
Moreover, social scientists of today view culture as something consisting
primarily of the representative, ideational, and vague characteristics of human societies.
The heart of a culture is not its artifacts, tools, or other tangible cultural elements, but it is
how the memberships of the assembly understand, practice, and recognize these elements
(Banks, 1996). It is the tenets, cryptograms, explanations, and viewpoints that
differentiate one individual from another in modernized societies; it is not measurable
items and other concrete characteristics of human societies. People in a culture usually
infer the meanings of symbols, artifacts, and protocols in the same or in similar ways
(Bullivant, 1993).
The general population of the United States typically has a shared set of
general values, ideations, and symbols that constitute the core or overarching culture
(Banks, 1996). However, researchers have determined that this culture is shared to some
extent by all diverse cultural and ethnic groups. Due to America’s pluralistic society, it is
difficult to completely identify and describe the overarching culture in the United States
(Banks & Banks, 2007; Milner, 2010). Banks and Banks (2007) continue:
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A nation as culturally diverse as the United States consists of a common
overarching culture as well as a series of microcultures. These microcultures share
most of the core values of the nation-state, but these values are often mediated by
the various microcultures and are interpreted differently within them.
Microcultures sometimes have values that are somewhat alien to national core
cultural systems. (p. 8)
Lee (2010) argues that knowledge of culturally diverse membership helps to
define groups. Moreover, just as knowledge is an important element of the
characterization of culture, it is imperative to distinguish the construction of such.
Knowledge Construction
The American Heritage Dictionary (2012) defines knowledge as defined as
“familiarity, awareness, or understanding gained through experiences or study.” The 5th
edition expanded this definition to include “the sum or range of what has been perceived,
discovered or learned.” Merriam-Webster (2012) defines continuing knowledge as
“understanding gained by actual experiences.” Moreover, Farganis (1986) defined
knowledge as an understanding and interpretation of ideas, values, and interpretations.
Adding more to this definition, Banks (1996) states:
As postmodern theorists have pointed out, knowledge is socially constructed and
reflects human interests, values, and actions. Although many complex factors
influence the knowledge that is created by an individual or group, including the
actuality of what occurred, the knowledge that people create heavily influenced
by their interpretations of -their experiences and their positions within particular
social, economic, and political systems and structures of a society. (p. 7)
The idea of knowledge goes beyond basic information to include facts, concepts,
and details. It transcends to the awareness or understanding that an individual possesses
the facts, concepts, and details to achieve a desired end goal. In essences, knowledge is
specific to the individual, who is the creator.
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According to Diffily (2004), from early times, children’s basic knowledge was
molded in their homes. This knowledge was shaped by family members in an informal
setting, and children also learn facts, concepts, and details about the world around them
from everyday life—their individual social units. This social unit allows for productive
time to collect information in their own spheres. Those facts, concepts, and details were
then transposed into knowledge specific to their own environments and cultures. This
upholds Lawrence-Lightfoot (1975), who said that the family was the critical institution
that shaped a child’s world and defined the primary processes of socialization and
acculturation. However, in modern times and with the inception of schools, children’s
environments expand. Conversely, Banks (1996) describes five major types of
knowledge: personal/cultural knowledge, popular knowledge, mainstream knowledge,
transformative academic knowledge, and school knowledge. Banks (1996) believes that
each type of knowledge is critical in the education of learners.
Personal/Cultural Knowledge
Banks (1996) begins by discussing personal/cultural knowledge (1996) discusses.
However, to fully understand this concept, we must know the meaning of the term
“culture.” Hirsch (1987) defines culture as shared attitudes, belief systems, and norms
from a defined group. Merriam-Webster (2007) defines culture as “the customary beliefs,
social forms, and material traits of a racial, religious, or social group.” Banks (1996)
considered personal/cultural knowledge as:
...the concepts, explanations, and interpretations that students derive from
personal experiences in their homes, families, and community cultural constitute
personal and cultural knowledge. The assumptions, perspectives, and insights that
students derive from experiences in their homes and community cultures are used
as screens to view and interpret the knowledge and experiences that they
encounter in the school and in other institutions within the larger society. (p. 4)
4

Many researchers (Banks, 1996; Hirsch, 1987; Lee, 2010; Milner, 2010; Tatum,
2009) would argue that students from African American backgrounds experience
academic difficulties at school due to a conflict between knowledge from within their
communities and school knowledge. According to Lee (2010), often times, cultural
practices brought to the classroom by children from diverse backgrounds cause direct
dilemma in the classroom. Moreover, those practices may be perceived as problematic,
subjectively. Such practices may include asking too many questions, speaking only when
spoken to, or answering a question without raising your hand. Additionally, researchers
(Banks, 1996; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Lee, 2010) discuss that the opposition to
conforming to the norm would create a validation of kinship to children’s own cultural
expectations and value systems. Hence, Banks (1996) states that “personal and cultural
knowledge is problematic when it conflicts with scientific ways of validating knowledge,
is oppositional to the culture of the school, or challenges the main tenets and assumptions
of mainstream academic knowledge” (p.35). This perspective leads to the ideology
culturally diverse students are asked to make when a decision to conform to the school’s
cultural knowledge due to their first held knowledge is limited and often not included in
the wholeness of their schools. Because “school knowledge” is more closely relates to the
experiences of middle-class White students, other cultures are less comfortable in such
environments (Banks, 1996; Milner, 2010).
Popular Knowledge
Banks (1996) defines “popular knowledge” as the deconstruction of facts, beliefs,
and expectations for popular institutions within popular mass media channels (e.g.,
television, movies, music, or internet) to develop a contextual understanding. This
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understanding is implicit, not explicit. The belief is that popular knowledge is typically
conveyed indirectly instead of in apparent ways. Banks (1996) further explains:
The United States is a powerful nation with unlimited opportunities for
individuals who are willing to take advantage of them. To succeed in the United
States, an individual only has to work hard. You can realize your dream in the
United States if you are willing to work hard and pull yourself up by your
bootstraps. (p. 13)
According to Banks (1996), most key views of American popular culture are
commonly shared and are deeply engrained in US culture. However, not often are they
clearly expressed. Instead, they are presented in the media and other sources via stories,
anecdotes, news stories, and interpretations of current events. Banks also stated that the
commercial and popular media mirror popular knowledge. Moreover, popular knowledge
is perpetuated by various media outlets. Thus, the understanding comes from
individualized cultural knowledge (Banks, 1996; Dyson, 1997).
Mainstream Academic Knowledge
The concepts, paradigms, theories, and explanations that establish traditional and
conventional knowledge are considered “mainstream academic knowledge” (Banks,
1996), and there is a basic belief system:
Mainstream academic knowledge is the knowledge that multicultural critics such
as Ravitch and Finn (1987), Hirsch (1987), and Bloom (1987) claim are
threatened by the addition of content about women and ethnic groups of color to
the school and university curriculum. This knowledge reflects the established,
Western-oriented canon that historically has dominated university research and
teaching in the United States. (p. 14)
Mainstream academic knowledge consists of philosophies and understandings that
are adopted by most university researchers, academic societies, and organizations such as
the American Historical Association, the American Sociological Association, the
American Psychological Association, and the National Academy of Sciences (Banks,
6

1996). The uniformity of “mainstream” beliefs is complex and ever-changing at certain
times. Moreover, there are coexisting, competing paradigms. However, dual paradigms
may receive serious challenges when they are too far from the dominant Western schools
of thoughts.
Transformative Academic Knowledge
As time has evolved, established knowledge according to macroculture standards
has transformed. According to Banks (1996), institutionalized stereotypes and
assumptions about marginalized groups are currently been reconsidered. Banks
continues to say:
Many scholars have produced significant research and theories since the early
1970s that have challenged and modified institutionalized stereotypes and
misconceptions about ethnic groups of color, formulated new concepts and
paradigms, and force macroculture scholars to rethink established interpretations.
Much of the transformative academic knowledge that has been produced since the
1970s is becoming institutionalized within mainstream scholarship and within the
school, college, and university curricula. (p. 16)
Because transformative academic knowledge challenges the established paradigm, there
is a tremendous gap academic knowledge and school knowledge. Transformative
academic knowledge often has little influence on school knowledge (Banks, 1996).
School Knowledge
School knowledge refers to the generalizations, thoughts, perceptions, and
realities presented in classroom curriculum and other types of media developed for school
use (Banks, 1996). Continuing, Banks (1996) states those teachers’ thoughts, reflections,
and understanding of concepts define school knowledge. Banks further argues the
subjectivity of classroom curriculum:
Studies of textbooks indicate that textbooks present a highly selective view of
social reality, give students the ideas that knowledge is static rather than develop
7

complex understandings of social reality. These studies also indicated that
textbooks reinforce the dominant social, economic, and power arrangements
within society. (p. 20)
According to Banks (1996), students are encouraged to consent to rather than to
challenge these arrangements. The management of race, class, gender, and disability in
textbooks has largely abolished sexist language, incorporating images of people from
ethnic minority groups. However, these textbooks fail to help students understand the
complex cultures of these other ethnic groups as well as the racism, sexism, and classism
in American society. In essence, the “school knowledge” is influenced by macroculture
thoughts, not individuality. The heavy influence of formation of this knowledge is
problematic for those outside of the majority ethnic group in America society.
Social Context
In the beginning of formal education, schooling was only for a select group of
children—those from more wealthy families. Lee (2010) contends that in earlier history,
children from diverse homes received no formal education. These children, in turn,
gained knowledge from their home environments and apprenticeships. More privileged
children attending formal schools tended to view their teachers as the “experts.” Hence,
parents relinquished their role as the teachers of their children (Alexander, 2007). This is
where we begin to see the shift in education that removed the social context in which
learners develop knowledge from the modeling of their educational make-up. A generic
orientation was then adopted—a thought that all learners learn in the same ways. The
generic orientation promotes the assumption that there is no difference in the education of
different types of learners (Lee, 2010).
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Social context can be best be defined as the environmental influences that shapes
a person’s perception. It refers to the ways of knowing and being based on social actions
within our cultural environments (Ladson-Billings, 2009; Lee, 2010; Milner, 2010). Lee
(2010) suggests that it is crucial to study culture, as it takes into account the design of
learning environments and the management of learning interactions. Arndt (2008) agreed
with this notion, concluding that children’s overall development is shaped by their
immediate and extended family members, school friends, neighbors, social communities,
religious communities, and all of their other cultural connections.
According to Milner (2010), social context plays a central role in human
development and structure for both learners and educators. Educators define their own
social contexts through their practices and their interactions with students. Likewise,
students must define their social contexts in interactions with their teachers, peers, and
families. However, this process of negotiating social context can never be fully controlled
by forces only in the teacher-student relationship. Moreover, within these interpersonal
spaces where identities are negotiated, learners and educators together can generate
power that challenges structures of inequity in the understanding of others’ social context
in small but significant ways (Edwards, 2010; Lee, 2010)
Milner (2010) further explains that social contexts are in any type of diverse
community, rural, urban, or suburban. To further understand student learning, we must
seriously consider the assumption that students live in a world that is cultural in nature
and that context is developed through our shared cultural practices. Thus, culture is not an
entity that can be introduced as a separate variable, according to Milner (2010). Culture
should not be an add-on to an acultural conception of student activities, with “acultural”
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involving happenings with nonspecific cultural activities (Edwards, 2010; Hirsch, 2010;
Johnson, 2010).
Learning forms of cognitive changes take place within the context of a socially
and culturally shared reality -a world of artifacts as well as of ways of interpreting and
codifying reality (Hirsch, 2010). Thus, culture is what allows us to perceive the world as
meaningful and coherent and simultaneously operate as a constraint on our
understandings and completion of activities (Dyson, 2003; Howard, 2010; Milner, 2010).
Nevertheless, more often than not, the major social context of schools is the
driving force of the policies and practices governing these schools (Howard, 2010). As
opposed to the social context in which students naturally learn, the school’s social context
may not be aligned. Therefore, nontraditional experiences are overlooked by the
educational system, just as urban families are (Howard, 2010). We must understand that
African American families’ realities are essential to their learning. To elaborate, families
from African American backgrounds may have experiences that do not coincide with
those of dominant families, but the actions which occur in their homes are equally
important in the shaping of their children’s language and literacy development (Jones,
2010). Taking African American families’ realities into consideration, it is imperative to
understand that their realities dictate how they know what they know, how they interpret
truth, and how they process their own truths (Crotty, 2009). Those truths are typically
derived from their social constructions. Consequently, it is crucial that we know these
families’ backgrounds (Lee, 2010). This includes but is not limited to home life, work
history, socioeconomic level, educational attainment, and marital status (Creswell, 2003).
In understanding the nontraditional events occurring in the homes of diverse families,
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researchers and educators can perhaps better understand how to effectively educate their
children.
Cultural Engagements
Cultural engagement is inevitable. Cultural engagement refers to the mindful and
unaware interchanges of individuals’ culturally grounded and shaped experiences
(Edwards, 2010; Howard, 2010; Milner, 2010). Those experiences come from the sphere
in which someone exists as well as the person they are within that sphere. Observing
families from a historical and holistic position is helps us understand the cultural
engagement of culturally diverse families and how those engagements play a role in
language and literacy development. Berger (1995) states:
Two challenges face the schools as they work with culturally diverse students.
One is to understand a child’s abilities and actions. The other is to eliminate
ethnic discrimination. The more schools and home become involve with each
other in a positive relationship, the greater are the opportunities for understanding
the family and reducing discrimination. (p. 105)
Milner (2010) suggests that schools must recognize that too often, judgments are
passed about the structure of culturally diverse families. Their cultural engagements are
deemed as insufficient as related to school and academic success. Milner (2010) suggests
that there are five interconnected areas critical to helping educators channel the required
relations needed to promote success in diverse learners: color blindness, cultural
conflicts, myth of meritocracy, low expectations and deficit mindsets, and context-neutral
mindsets.
The idea of color blindness refers to race and culture not being an issue. Many
researchers (Cooper, 2011; Edwards, 2010; Howard, 2010) have issues with this. Howard
(2010) argues:
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Because the cultural characteristics that student of color possess may be
diametrically at odds with the cultural features of a largely White, middle class
teaching population and institutional ethos of school, some scholars suggest that a
“cultural mismatch” is a primary factor in the underachievement of students of
color. (p. 30)
Researchers have consistently found a cultural mismatch between the social
context of culturally diverse learners and the learning in dominant settings. Erick and
Mohatt (1982) demonstrated that cultural organization and the participation structures of
Indian children were different from those of their non-Indian teachers. Alim (2007)
argues that the language of used by children of African American heritage reveals highly
structured systems of oral communication. Within that communication is unique
grammatical association, syntax, semantics, morphology, and phonology. Considering
these things, teaching methods should steer clear of color blindness and recognize the
cultural conflicts in the education system. Likewise, the myth of meritocracy is dispelled
because there is recognition of the many factors playing a role in academic success
(Edwards, 2010, Milner, 2010; Tatum, 2009).
The low expectation and deficit mindset of educators indicates that there is a selffulfilling prophecy that children from nonminority groups can only perform minimally.
Rather consciously or subconsciously, there is always a focus on students’ deficits as
opposed to their assets (Howard, 2010). Cooper (2010), states that educators with this
deficit mindset sometimes deliberately allow their ideologies to manifest in their
curriculum and instruction. This may include not shaping learning opportunities that
allow students to be more successful; this is largely due to a context-neutral mindset
(Milner 2010).
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The Dominant Culture
Society possesses behaviors and practices that guide human behavior and provide
a socialization structure that shapes relations. Those mores and practices translate into
the culture which is the framework of life applications. According to Lynch and Hanson
(1997), the cultural framework serves as a filtering system to a fluid set of behaviors and
characteristics, changing as persons go through everyday life. However, persons sharing
similar factors, such as socioeconomic status, sex, age, or education, may have similar
cultural practices. Nonetheless, the impact on the degree to which individuals choose to
adhere to a set of cultural practices varies from person to person. (Banks,1996; Delgado
& Stefancic, 2001; Edwards, 2010; Lee, 2010).
Current literature identifies the dominant culture as a culture exclusive to
Eurocentric views and normality. In Milner’s’ (2010), research he defends his absence of
the term minority in his work. He argues, “… every person presents racial, cultural,
gender, and ethnic diversity” (p. 10). Conversely, he defines for his discussion broad
minds-sets, acceptable norms are typically associated with individual from what is often
perceived as a historical White or European background. In a conceptualization of the
dominant culture, cultural affiliated with Eurocentric, male-centric experiences, voices,
contributions, perspectives, and practice is the pattern. In this same venue, experiences,
voices, contributions, perspectives, and practices ignore all other cultures is common in
the dominant culture (Banks, 1993; McIntosh, 2000).
Characteristics of African American Families Culture Context
The understanding of the ecological and cultural context in which families live is
dire to the understanding of language and literacy acquisition. Both families and children
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are active participants in this process (Dyson, 2006; Edwards, 2010). As a result
recognizing how African American families’ characteristics differ from that of the
dominant culture is crucial to understanding African American children’s language and
literacy development. Lynch and Hanson (1997) argues, with a history of migration to the
United States unlike any other racial or ethnic group and through years of denial of
inalienable right, their identity has been shaped by their African roots as well as
America. Moreover, they discuss seven differences between African American beliefs,
values, and practices and those of the dominant culture. Those differences can be seen in
figure 1. It is important to offer a disclaimer; the characterization of African American
families in this discussion is generalizations and is not applicable to all African American
families.

Contrasting Belief, Values, and Practices
African American Culture

Dominant Culture

Collective orientation

Individual orientation

Kinship and extended family bonds

Nuclear and immediate family bonds

High-context communication

Low-context communication

Religious, spiritual orientation

More secular orientation

More authoritarian child-rearing practices

More permissive child-rearing practice

Greater respect for elderly and their role in
the family

Less respect for the role of elderly in the
family

More oriented to situation than time

More oriented to time than to the situation

Lynch and Hanson(1997) p. 147
Figure1. Contrasting Belief, Values, and Practices
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Collective orientation. African American families generally practice a collective
orientation as opposed to an individual orientation. This is represented through
interdependence, cooperation and motivation to work for survival of the group rather than
for one’s self. The experiences of the individual influence the experiences of the group.
Likewise, the experiences of the group influence the experiences of the individual. As a
result interpersonal relationships are valued over material acquisitions (Belgrave &
Allison, 2010).
Kinship and extended family bonds. This can be seen with the strong
commitment to the immediate family, extended family and fictive kin. Fictive kin can be
identified as those persons who have no biological or martial connection, yet are treated
as if they are blood related (Belgrave & Allison, 2010). An additional trait is the tendency
to have multiple families residing in the same house, to live near each other and to care
for their elderly and disabled family members. The mentality is the family operates as a
single unit…” when one member suffers, we all suffer, when one member does well, we
all do well”(Belgrave & Allison, 2010) p. 39. The kinship and extended family bond
trait can be seen in Dyson’s (2003) research on literacy and childhood when she
discussed “play cousins” as a vital role in the African American family and their literacy
development. The fictive cousins were realistic in the dynamic of the everyday lives of
the children she researched.
High-context communication. High- or low- context communication is
determined by the amount of meaning derived from the contextual environment rather
than the words exchanged during communicative interactions. Cultural backgrounds
dictate how much and to what we pay attention to in our environments. According to
15

Samovar, Porter, and McDaniel (2009), African American families are high context
communicators, having environment cues as a strong factor in their exchanges. The
exchanges can be both verbal and nonverbal, as seen through body and facial gestures,
voice tone, inferences, and even silence. Social protocols established by similar
perceptions, experiences and societal experiences are typically engrained in the African
American family. As a result African American families use non-verbal communication
indicators just as readily as verbal indicators.
Religious, spiritual orientation. According to the U.S. Religious Landscape
Survey, conducted in 2007 by the Pew Research Center’s Forum on Religion & Public
Life, 87% of African Americans are affiliated with a religious doctrine and 79% reports
faith as very important in their life. Consequently, through the church’s teachings, belief
system and rituals the institutions of the church and family share a cooperative
relationship (Taylor, Chatters, & Levin, 2004). Because of that relationship, spiritual
material, artifacts and processes are highly valued. This includes material for researching
prayers and scriptures, written and verbal meditations and prayers, compositions for
petition of both intercessionary and individual prayers. African American families’
sense of being is entrenched in the church. The conceptualization and measurement of
religious involvement can be exhibited in all aspects of their lives, including, emotional,
linguistic, physical, socially, politically, financially, and reciprocal relationships.
More authoritarian child-rearing practices. Lynch and Hanson (1997)
discussed African American families’ childbearing practices as inclusive- it is the
responsibility of all adult members to instill discipline in the lives of their children. Set
into families’ fabric is the belief children should be raised to have a feeling of love from
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all members, including fictive members, to treat others as they want to be treated, and to
do their best in schoolwork performance. Morris (1992) posited African American
families have high aspirations for educational attainment for their children, often telling
them a good education is something which cannot be taken. Finally, child-rearing
practices allow for socialization process that racism lives outside the home. Therefore,
observations, applications and actions should be put into place to accommodate for
racism in their outside spheres. This may be the rationale for African Americans having
strict rules and expectations, very demanding and utilizing punishment with little to no
explanation (Lynch & Hanson, 1997; Morris, 1992; Thompson, 1974).
Greater respect for elderly and their role in the family. Many African
American families continue to place reverence to the elderly members of their families.
Respect and obedience due to their wisdom and hindsight is promoted. As a contribution
to family maintenance and cohesiveness, even the youngest members of the family learn
obedience and respect for the elders. Titles such as “ma’am and “sir” are commonly used
when addressing the elderly (Lynch & Hanson, 1997).
More oriented to situation than time. African American families typically do
not look at time is a futuristic, prediction and control ideal. Instead according to Belgrave
and Allison (2010), a combination of past, present and future dictates the cyclical rather
than linear time frame African American families possess. The past is considered the
driving force to shaping thoughts of present day life. Moreover, the past and the present
allows for a futuristic outlook as opposed to a mathematical and exact system. Due to
this stance African American families are offer thought of operating on Color People
Time (CPT), a diaspora in the dominant community.
17

Literacy Practices in Culturally Diverse Families
The National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) publishes a report card
every two years, which illustrates nationwide average reading and math scores for
students in grades 4 and 8. Despite pressure from No Child Left Behind legislation, there
is no change in literacy scores from the 2009 report card to the 2011 report card.
Conversely, mathematics scores have gotten higher. Thus, the question becomes, “Why
are reading scores not following the trends of increased scores as seen in mathematics?”
To answer this, the assessment design and the participant characteristics are critical when
evaluating results. Hirsch (2010) argues that there must be a match between the ways in
which we assess learners and the ways in which they learn.
When examining the NAEP’s assessment design, the reading portion consists of
three strands: (1) understanding written text, (2) developing and interpreting meaning,
and (3) using meaning as appropriate to the type of text, purpose, and situation. The
cognitive targets are (1) locate and recall, (2) integrate and interpret, and (3) critique and
evaluate. Research (Hirsch, 2010; Howards, 2010; Milner, 2010) has contested that in
order for students to master these targets, their background knowledge must be
materialized in the information. Literacy is more than a simple ability to decode words. It
is the capability to understand what the text is relaying—to understand beyond the
surface meaning of written words. To effectively grasp the meaning of text, learners must
know information that is not a part of the written text (Lee, 2010). The communicative
power of language is dictated by being fully literate and able to decode and comprehend
(Dyson, 2003; Hirsch, 1987; Peterson, 2012). Even simple text has a degree of what is
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called domain knowledge, which is needed for readers to understanding. As a result, for
students to reach the target set by the NAEP, their background knowledge is important.
Closer examinations of the background characteristics of low- and highperforming students may aid in answering the previously asked question about reading
scores not seeing an increase. According to the NAEP’s (2011) report card, students in
4th grade who scored below the 25th percentile (when compared to students the 75th
percentile) were from marginalized groups. Among those students scoring above the 75th
percentile, 71% were White, 7% were Black, 11% were Hispanic, and 8% were Asian.
These higher scoring students’ eligibility for free/reduced price school lunch was 23% for
English language learners. Regarding the importance of these numbers on the
development of literacy, it speaks to who they are and possibly their background
experiences (NAEP, 2011).
According to Lee (2010), background knowledge plays a germane role in
language comprehension. Hirsch (2010) discusses the ways in which reading tests
systemically test background knowledge and not necessarily a students’ ability to read.
Hirsch (2010) further states that students deemed” low-ability readers” perform better on
assessments when their background knowledge is included in the assessment.
Continuously, these low-performing students outperform high-ability students when their
background knowledge is included in assessment design and layout.
According to Lee (2010), some researchers still consider reading as if both
decoding and comprehension are transferable and there is no need to focus on
background knowledge. As seen NAEP report (2011), the strands tested included those in
which students need requisite background knowledge to succeed. Those who most often
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succeed are those with dominant cultural experiences. A closer look at such reports
challenges our idea of who is and is not a good reader.
In the last few years, the movement to bridge the background knowledge of
students through content knowledge is apparent with “Common Core State Standards for
English and Literacy History, Social Studies, Science and Technical Subjects” (Common
Core State Standard Initiative Report, 2012). Hirsch (2010) described the monumental
intellectual shift in literacy development. Language and reading is no longer constrained
to poems and fictional stories. According to the Common Core State Standard Initiative
Report (2012), educators are asked to focus more on expository text. Through common
core standards, there is an emphasis on conveying background knowledge through
content domains, which is where the inflection on expository text originates from. When
teachers include these standards, strategies such as grand conversations and “read alouds”
are incorporated into the curriculum (Edwards, 2003). Familiar topics are included in the
curriculum and multiple contexts of language and literacy development fosters the
growth of all learners.
Purpose of the Study
Families have a crucial responsibility in the literacy development of early
learners. But we are still attempting to determine the extent of families’ involvement as
we seek to understand how learners learn best. The current study examines the influence
of unforeseen literacy practices within the African American home on their children’s
academic development. Literacy practices can be described as any happening, whether
intentional or unintentional, which promoted language and literacy development.
Primarily, this research study inspires to add to the current literature on family
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engagement in language and literacy development. Additionally, the findings may be of
benefit to classroom teachers in terms of preparation and instructional planning.
Moreover, there will be an attempt to show the importance of recognizing each child’s
uniqueness in the classroom.
The Research Questions
The current study examines nontraditional literacy practices in African American
homes, the influence these events may have on the academic success of children in pre-K
settings, and school literacy practices. The following research questions will guide the
study:
1.

What are the multiple usages of literacy practices in African American
families’ homes?

2.

What are African American parents’ perceptions of literacy practices in
their homes?

The hypothesis is that nontraditional literacy practices are derived from a
sociocultural perspective. Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988) and Purcell-Gates (2004)
contended that language and literacy development is wedded to social and cultural
practices that begin in a child’s home. Morgan (2005) confirms this, stating that the
sociocultural context of the family is key in the development of any family literacy
program. To answer the research questions, an interpretive approach has been adopted as
the theoretical framework. Data collection methods are aligned with critical theory, as
being interpretive and strongly tied to the truth are subjective (Kinchele, 2003). Because
a researcher’s ideology is heavily shaped by his or her own truth, it is important that this
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study includes opened-ended questions, text, and images, which often leads to emerging
approaches to employ data collection methods (Ladson-Billing, 2003).
Limitations and Assumptions
Interpretivism can lend itself to intuitive methods to analyze the data; therefore,
there are some limitations to considered (Creswell, 2003). One limitation of this study is
the limit to the generalizability of the findings. Findings from the current study may not
be applicable to all situations involving literacy practices. In addition, there should be no
generalizations about African American parents and families.
This study could also have some biases due to the demographic characteristics of
the researcher, an African American parent. However, I will take all possible measures to
collect, analyze, and report the data in an unbiased manner.
Definition of Terms
The following terms will be used throughout the current study, and an
understanding of these terms is critical to the study:
African American families: Nuclear units residing in environments with a primary
descent from African background.
Culturally diverse families: Nuclear units residing in environments not reflective
of dominant society
Cultural literacy: The understanding of the history, influences, and viewpoints of
various cultural groups, including one’s own group, which is necessary to understand
reading, writing, and other media.
Family literacy: Parents, children, and other family members learning together.
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Fictive Family: Individuals who are closly associated, acting as family members
but have no biological connection
Intergenerational literacy: The passing down of literacy practices and habits from
one generation to another
Literacy practices: Situations in which literacy understanding is stimulated to
provide language and or literacy development.
Macroculture: The larger shared core culture of a society; the dominant culture.
Microculture: A subcultures within the larger society with established values,
norms, and characteristics that differ from the macroculture.
Nontraditional literacy practices: Situations not widely recognized in the
dominant culture in which literacy understanding is stimulated to provide language or
literacy development.
Social context: The environment, including people and things, that influences a
person’s understanding or thought processes.
Traditional literacy practices: Situations widely recognized in the dominant
culture in which literacy is stimulated to provide language or literacy development that
are important in the development of language and literacy growth.
Organization of the Study
Chapter 1 of the current study is an introduction to the study. Chapter 2 presents a
review of the literature review, describing the multiple contexts of literacy practices, the
influences on family-based literacy practices, and people’s perceptions of literacy
practices. Chapter 3 will describe the methodology and study design. Chapter 3 will
include an epistemology statement, statement of the problem, the purpose of the study,
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the research questions, data collection methods, data analysis, representation, ethical
issues, and also limits and possibilities. Chapter 4 will include study findings and data
analysis, and Chapter 5 will present the implications and conclusions of the examination.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
The purpose of this study is to explore the tenacities, practices, and discourse of
family-based literacy practices and their connection in African American families. This
study deconstructs the allegory of a solitary, the dominant concept of African American
family literacy, offering an in-depth approach to understand African American children
and families who have experienced multiple contexts of literacy practices. Likewise, the
study will scrutinize the influence of the practices of African American families on the
multiple contexts of literacy practices in their passageway across the school-community
periphery. The researchers will attempt to identify and document the family literacy
practices from the perspectives of African American families that are believed to be
connected to academic growth.
Given the purpose of this study, it must be positioned within three areas of the
literature: the multiple contexts of literacy, family-based literacy practices, and
perceptions of literacy practices. Holistically, literature relating four different areas will
be reviewed: (1) the multiple contexts for literacy for African American families, (2) the
influence of school on the multiple contexts of literacy practices, (3) family perspectives
of literacy practices, and (4) children’s experiences with literacy practices.
The Multiple Contexts for Literacy for African American Families
Employing a sociocultural perspective, we realize that social, cultural, and
historical influences contribute to language and literacy development. A sociocultural
approach to learning positions knowledge within a dynamic that distinguishes language
as a social construct that functions both within schools and within the larger society.
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Through social interaction and contributions from certain discourse communities,
children learn social norms and fulfill social expectations. A sociocultural approach helps
us comprehend the practice of learning to read within the context of a student’s life and
social world (Compton-Lilly, 2003; Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1975). A common discourse in
learning to read is habitually abbreviated to discrete skills and items, with an
abandonment of the social practices vital to the process (Compton-Lilly, 2003; Dyson,
2003).
Literacy learning has multiple contexts that occurs within the home as well as in
the school to create numerous dimensions that shape language and literacy development.
Current in-home practices of African American families in the United States differ from
those in years past, and it is critical to explore these in-home practices. The diversity of
literacy learning in these families makes it imperative to explore the ecology of African
American families, sociocultural perspectives, and current literacy development.
The Ecology of African American Families
When studying the relationship within African American families, language is
fundamental. According to Beckman (1995):
Language is the way we think and feel about the world we live in. It allows us to
remember and to pass on to our children the values and beliefs of the group. This
is the cultural system of human beings and it helps us to make sense of what is
happening in our daily live. (p. 89)
The culture of the African American family is transmitted through the language,
including the establishment of family rules and traditions, economic relationships, and an
understanding of arts and science as well as the meaning of life. Beckman (1995) argues
that language becomes a symbolic order of words, illuminating itself in describing ideas
to rationalize the world in terms of establishment and conclusion, virtue and corruption,
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and substitution and likeness, all of which form cultural habits within a society. These
cultural habits are formed from the language use and practices of the parents, the church,
and other societal spheres that surround a family. The voice of the family is what conveys
information to the youngest members of the group. From that voice, an understanding of
the sending and receiving complex language is formed (Beckman, 1995; Compton-Lilly,
2003; Dyson, 2006; Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1975). This lends itself to the importance of the
ecology of African American families. In today’s African American household, family
structure and practices have shifted. As a result, household composition and child
management point to different factors we should consider in the shaping of children’s
language and literacy development.
Understanding African American families’ ecological and cultural contexts is
essential to understanding children’s development. As society becomes more global and
diverse, we must understand that the definition of a family is evolving (Mui & Anderson,
2008). The structure of homes in the United States is more diverse than ever, as family
may consist of single mothers working outside the home, single fathers rearing their
children, grandparents serving as custodial guardians, or two employed parents.
According to the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2010), among families with both a working
father and a wife in the workforce, the father was the primary source of income to
provide for children under the age of 15 years for 32%. That number is up from 26% in
the 2002 census. Among these fathers with preschool-aged children, one in five fathers
was the primary caregiver, meaning that their child(ren) spent more time in their care
than in any other type of arrangement. This report also showed that in households with
working mothers, family members are an important source of childcare for preschoolers.
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Thirty percent of preschoolers were cared for by their grandparents while 12% received
care from siblings or other relatives.
These statistics show the changing role of parents in the child-rearing processes of
within the African American home. As parents are sharing child-rearing duties, dominant
processes more closely reflect African America ones. Effectively, interactions in the
homes of these children are fluctuating, which plays a role on the multiplicity of language
and literacy development. Although the most common family structure still consists of
father, mother, and natural children, the impact of the increasing variety in family
structure cannot be overlooked. The term “family” may have to be expanded to include
others “parenting” in the family, those who take on childcare duties during children’s
growing years and have ties of affection (Jenkins & Shacter, 1975). Purcell-Gates (1996)
explains that literacy construction takes place in both the school and the home,
confirming Vygotsky’s ideas on the ways children learn via social interaction inside and
outside the home. Moll (1992) has also raised awareness of the need for educators to
better understand a student’s “household funds of knowledge.”
Practices of authentic language and literacy development are within in the
ecology of the African American families and are minimized due to the devaluation of
day-to-day relations within their households. These daily experiences include dialogic
home interaction, religious or spiritual interactions, and/or oral discourse. A deficit
perspective is taken, which portrays these families as lacking literacy practices that are
conducive to language and literacy development (Compton-Lilly, 2003; Johnson, 2010;
Purcell-Gates, 1996). However, several researchers (Compton-Lilly, 2003; Dyson, 2003;
Purcell-Gates, 1996) all contend that there is a manipulation of language and literacy
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development within the homes of African American families. These families’ traditional
practices are not seen as significant because of the general lack of knowledge about these
practices and the devaluation of established sanctioned practices.
Johnson (2010) offers an example of such overlooked practices, discussing
intergenerational literacy practices involving the great-grandmother, grandmother,
mother, and daughter of the Jones family, an African American family. The traditions and
culture of the family allow for construction and the support of everyday tasks common to
their family. These practices included interactional, instrumental, news-related, financial,
spiritual, recreational, and educational use of literacy; these practices also exhibit a sense
of cohesiveness and loyalty, an extensive nuclear family, and family-protective
tendencies. These traits are common within the African American family (Francasso,
1992; Morris, 1992; Ryu, 1992).
Interactional use of literacy. Interactional uses of literacy in the Jones family
included letter writing, in which the mother and daughter write “get well” letters and
cards for the great-grandmother and grandmother during hospital stays. Additionally,
they write “just because” letters and cards to express their feelings toward each other.
The letters and cards are used to solidify the bond shared by the members of the family.
Additionally, the maternal figures in the family routinely read magazines about
sewing and decorating. Even though the women typically learned to cook from memory,
with recipes being passed down orally, the mother used a recipe book to help her get
started. She often would use recipes along with her great-grandmother. The greatgrandmother, who was partially blind, would agree to “experiment” with the recipes,
using her oral practices of cooking in combination with her granddaughter’s written
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recipes. This type of instrumental use of literacy demonstrates a sense of cohesiveness in
the Jones family.
News-related use of literacy. The Jones family’s news-related use of literacy is
obvious from the mother sharing an article from the local newspaper about a family
friend who died. The protective trait of African American families is visible via the
sharing of sorrows and celebrations. Johnson (2010) discusses the criticism of African
American families when considering news media. This is due to the historic biases in
reporting events and situations during the Civil Rights Movement in the United States.
Financial use of literacy. Financial uses of literacy in the Jones family
exemplified loyalty and protectiveness. According to Johnson (2010), the grandmother of
the family was considered a “genius businesswoman” due to her frugality and rigorous
handing of finances, which is essential in African American families due to the context of
reducing the family’s dependence of European Americans. This is aligned with Moses
(2002), who argued that mathematical literacy is the last civil rights issue for
marginalized families.
Spiritual use of literacy. Spiritual uses of literacy exhibit cohesiveness through
the sharing of sorrow and celebrations in African American families. The Jones family’s
practices of reading the Bible, praying, and studying Sunday school lessons together as
well as decorating the home with inspirational text and materials shows the family’s
protectiveness (Johnson, 2010). These practices are common in such families due their
perceptions of ultimate protection from spirituality.
Recreational use of literacy. Recreational uses of literacy are seen as ways to
bring families together. When the grandmother from the Jones family reads fairy tales
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and folk tales aloud, this cohesiveness is visible. The mother replicated these practices
with her daughter, purchasing books from the local drug store. Reading for pleasure
reading was a part of the culture in this family (Johnson, 2010).
Educational use of literacy. Finally, educational uses of literacy are also shared
in African American families. Each member of the Jones family supported education. At
one point, the grandmother was enrolled in an Associate’s degree program. As a result,
she encouraged academic achievement within the family.
The “ecology” of African American families, as seen in the Jones family, pertains
to the relationships between members of the family. Johnson (2010) makes it clear that
literacy practices have multiple contexts and serve as valuable resources in the daily life
of the African AMerican family. Mui and Anderson (2008) studied the Johar family,
supporting Johnson (2010) and finding that the structure of the family, the
multicontextual ways in which these families use literacy, and the multiple roles of their
family members decidedly impact literacy practices. Characteristics of the Johar family’s
communal culture can be seen in the child-rearing beliefs and educational practices. In
the Johar home, there are 15 family members: 3 nuclear families and the grandparents. In
addition to the family members, there are four nannies that assist with care-giving for the
seven children in the home. Considering that multiple adults cared for the children, the
standard definition of “parent” is somewhat diluted. Each individual adds a layer of
influence on the children’s knowledge construction.

Sociocultural Perspectives
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Creswell (2003) defines the sociocultural perspective as fresh meaning created by
persons as they engage within their unique worlds. As a result, this new knowledge is
open to interpretation. As we apply this to language and literacy development, it is wise
to examine earlier literature, such as Purcell-Gates (1988), Heath (1982), and Taylor
(1988). These researchers studied language genres, formats, and structures shaped by the
multiple functions of language and literacy in the home.
Purcell-Gates (1988) found that children produced many of the linguistic features
of language when re-enacting events transpiring in their homes. Later, Dyson (2003)
cited contextual threads of new literacies based on the multiple events of students’ social
and symbolic adaptabilities. It is clear that children’s cultural resources empower
adaptation and improvisation as they re-create new meanings of literacy practices. Tatum
(2009) confirmed that these multiple context of literacy development is important well
beyond emergent years. Tatum further states that when conveying information and
attempting to effectively reach African American adolescent males, educators must
appreciate their sociocultural understanding of literacy. This school of thought is not
exclusive to this group but can also apply to early emergent African American learners,
both male and female.
Supporting the sociocultural perspective, Compton-Lilly (2003) contends that
learning to read is not an isolated event with isolated development of skills and concepts.
Instead, the social make-up of the context in which learners learn is critical to the
development of language and literacy competency. Moreover, Compton-Lilly argues that
the dominant language and literacy development discourse sanctions particular
understandings, norms, and standards, keeping learning to read as a discrete skill
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attainment. Thus, the discourse discounts the rudimentary decoding of words of African
American families in daily living. The voices of African American families are
systematically excluded from the discourse of language and literacy development
(Edwards, 2010). Edwards (2010) also argues that the literacy practices happening in
these families’ homes are seen as insufficient.
As proof dominant literacy practices should not be the sole discourse in literacy
and language development, Roberts, Jurgens, and Burchinal’s (2005) study of 72 African
American preschoolers and their families found only a few modest variances associated
with specific family literacy practices. Those practices include; (1) shared book reading,
(2) maternal book reading strategies, (3) child’s enjoyment of reading, and (4) maternal
sensitivity. As an effort to explore literacy practices most associated with language and
literacy development attainment, the above mentioned components are explored in this
eighteen month study.
According to the researchers’ finding, the experiences, attitudes, and material
pertaining to literacy that a child naturally encounters and interacts with at home
composed more of an impact on language and literacy development. Moreover, possible
responsive parenting styles is important for early language and literacy development in
early pre-K years, when learning is more meaning based. For example, maternal book
reading strategies may be more important in later years when literacy learning has a
heavier focus on print. Those strategies included asking open-ended questions, adding
information, focusing on concepts of print and eliciting abstract language. In the research
there was only a 4 % variance reported, a very marginal finding. This is truly
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disheartening when dominant discourse heavily promotes these strategies as the key to
African American families closing the gap in reading.
The sociocultural perspective is an alternative discourse to the dominant relic.
Researchers (Compton-Lilly, 2003; Dyson, 2003; Heath, 1982; Howard, 2010; Lee,
2010; Milner, 2010; Purcell-Gates, 2004) agree that alternate conceptions of language
and literacy development are found within the situations of the learners. These alternative
ways challenge the belief that a learner’s lived experiences are not a factor in the reading
process. According to Diffily (2004), all children’s learning emerges within the family.
Literacy history begins in an individual’s home, and the construction of their knowledge
is formed in their own cultures, families, and communities. Mui and Anderson (2008)
state that as we examine the family, it is important to identify, value, and build upon the
diverse ways that families support knowledge building.
Current Literacy Development
There are ongoing efforts to improve literacy outcomes for children (Cummins,
2011). Parents, educators, and policymakers alike are displaying their commitment to
achieving this goal. According to Grace (2006), there has been a shift over time from
“ready to learn” to “ready to succeed in school.” This new pattern of though is considered
more reflective of the intent of the original learning goals. Improving literacy
achievement is complex and worthy of exploration. Lee (2007) found that concepts for
literacy competencies are not intrinsic but are created in and across a multiple contexts,
including home, school, and the larger society. Lee (2007) recognizes dominant
discourse, which promotes the notion that a deficit model of teaching and learning is
counterproductive to academic growth. This view also draws from previous literature
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(Compton-Lilly, 2003; Heath, 1988; Moll & Greenberg, 1990; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines,
1988). The scope of knowledge existing in the homes and communities of African
American families has no voice in dominant discourse.
According to Johnson (2010), researchers such as Edwards and Taylor and
Dorsey-Gaines have considered the voices of families from minority groups and the
emerging opportunities within their homes for language and literacy acquisition. Johnson
(2010) continues arguing that when researchers investigate the literacy legacies of all
ethnicities, then dominant discourse can be challenged. In essence, assumptions about
how language and literacy develops are not an absolute in all homes. Researchers,
educators, and families must all understand the family operating system as a primary
contextual tool in language and literacy knowledge. Authentic experiences give way to
multiple literacies and literacy contexts in the home.
Purcell-Gates (2004) states a learner’s literacy realm involves all imaginable
literacy contexts, with all possible individuals and in all conceivable environments. In
essence, functional literacy occurs in real life. Literacy contexts come from an active
blend of home, school, popular culture, religion, and other community settings. Honoring
the voices of the backgrounds from which they emerge dissuades a culture of passive
learning. Children ask questions and active seek to learn, moving in and out of apprentice
and expert roles as they navigate their own literacy development (Dyson, 1997; Taylor &
Dorsey-Gaines, 1988; Vygotsky, 1978). Halliday (1975) examining the development of
the repertoires of language, places those literacies in several defined levels: instrumental,
regulatory, interactional, personal, heuristic, imaginative, and informative. As children
move through the first four levels, they are seeking to serve their physical, emotional, and
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social needs. As they come to terms with their environment, the last three levels ensue
(Halliday, 1975). This confirms the importance of social context on literacy development.
The significance of the role of family in children’s literacy development has been
long recognized. Over the years, theorists and researchers have studied different
approaches to involve families in children’s literacy development and the academic
success of children in pre-K through 12th-grade. Although researchers and practitioners
generally agree on the importance of family in literacy development, many questions
emerge pertaining to bridging the gap between home and school. Johnson (2010) states,
“By investigating how families value literacy and the legacies that families have with it
teachers and researchers alike can challenge their assumptions of what literacy means to
different people.” (p. 39) Understanding the culture of literacy adds to our understanding
of the value of literacy in African American families.
The Influence of School on Literacy Practices
According to Reyes and Torres (2007), family literacy, in recent years, has shifted
from being a background element in education to a foreground component. In past years,
programs have been put into place to lessen deficiencies of certain types of students.
Hence, there is an assumption that families should be taught how to develop literacy to
further lessen these deficiencies. Programs such as “Head Start” were developed and
implemented to support parental involvement (Head Start, 1965; Educational of All
Handicapped Children Act, 1975, Title I, 1984). These initiatives were developed with
the recognition of parents as important stakeholders in children’s academic development.
Therefore, collaboration between families and schools is critical. To promote family
involvement, Epstein’s (2006) concept of the six types of parental involvement is often
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used to analyze and guide parental involvement in schools. The six types include (1)
parenting, (2) communicating, (3) volunteering, (4) learning at home, (5) decision
making, and (6) collaborating with community (Epstein, 2006). A common criticism of
this typology is the lack of cultural responsiveness to the needs of all families and
learners (Cooper & Levin, 2011; Edwards, 2010; Smith & Wohlstetter, 2009).
According to Epstein’s (2006) Parent Involvement Model, Type 1, focuses on
traditional home-school activities, with emphasis on sharing ways to help children learn
and prepare for school. Type 2 includes schools inviting parents to open-house events
that allow teachers and school officials to discuss academic and behavioral expectations.
Type 3 emphasizes parents volunteering at the school, helping especially with tasks such
as clerical work, chaperoning, and serving as room parents. Type 4 is focused on the
dissemination of information, in which parents assist their children with homework and
promote extracurricular activities. This ideally happens on family nights (i.e., family
literacy night). Type 5 refers to parents having a voice in the governance of the school’s
democratic society. Type 6 encompasses community involvement, in which there are
attempts to recognize children from a holistic perspective. A holistic understanding
supports parents by directing them to community resources such as dental clinics and
health centers.
Epstein (2006) contends that each type of parental involvement is advantageous
to both parents and schools, dispelling criticism that each type is monolithically related to
learners of privileged backgrounds. When this multifaceted typology is used,
nontraditionalists (Lee, 2007; Moll, 1992) claim that alternative ways of family
involvement must be considered. Households are the source of social history and
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methods of thinking, doing, and learning as related to work and play. It can be argued
that if done so purposefully and honestly—without deficit perspectives—that these funds
of knowledge can be integrated into the curriculum. Morillo-Campbell (2008) compared
school-centered family involvement events with reciprocal understanding. This research
demonstrated the need for schools not to have a model of deficiencies for parents to learn
how to educate their children but for there to be a bridge of communication between
parents and schools to learn understand the “whole child.
The deficiencies are considered more profound in homes of African American
families. Edwards (2003) argues that researchers and educators already have a framework
of traditional literacy practices, which is not aligned with African American families.
Thus, the practices occurring in nontraditional families are not valuable literacy practices.
Hannon, Morgan, and Nutbrown, (2006) studied a sample of 176 families with 3year-olds beginning preschool. Two groups were formed, with one group participating in
a family literacy program and the other group not participating in the program. The
literacy program’s goals included conceptualizing parents’ support of their children’s
literacy development over an 18-month period. Four components were included in the
framework: environmental print, books, early writing, and aspects of oral language. The
literacy program had five components: home visits, provision of literacy resources,
center-based group activities, special events, and postal communication. During the home
visits, it was clear that literacy practices were occurring in the homes of both sets of
participants and not associated with the literacy program, and these literacy practices
were implied events, not explicit events as promoted by the program. Conversely, the
mothers that were involved in the program inadvertently compounded those
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nontraditional family events by participating in school-run family literacy programs. The
unity of implicit and explicit practices can be of great value to promote literacy
development.
The families’ participation in literacy programs cannot be considered
insignificant. Increasing the awareness of literacy development taking place in the home
is invaluable. Nevertheless, Hannon, Morgan, and Nutbrown’s (2006) findings conclude
that family programs are most effective when they are tailored to meet the needs of the
families, which included the consideration of all types of literacy practices.
In agreement, Edwards (2003) discussed that awareness of literacy practices
should exist without devaluing present practices. Edwards states that parents can engage
their children in early learning efforts and formative interactions and also provide
background experiences that can work with family literacy programs offered by schools.
According to Purcell-Gates (1996), younger children are involved in culturally situated
literacy practices that begin their literacy development long before formal schooling.
Hence, it is critical to build a case for the respect and consideration of children’s
individual personal events with literacy development.
Purcell-Gates (1996) maintains that educators should not attempt to teach families
how to have literacy practices, but it is their role to use their students’ existing types of
literacy practices to capitalize on literacy development within the schools. This idea of
pulling from students’ existing knowledge is supported in the literature (Gonzales 2005;
Purcell-Gates 2004). When comparing conventional literacy activities (such as bedtime
reading), alternative activities (such as a parent and child reading a menu at a restaurant),
and parents’ conduct with their children, findings suggest that there are no differences in
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the learner’s development. According to Purcell-Gates (2004), implicit literacy practices
are just as effective as constructed explicit events. By definition, explicit events are those
with a goal of preparation and literacy development. Whereas implicit events are causal,
occurring around cultural-related processes. (Edwards, 2003; Mui & Anderson, 2008;
Purcell-Gates, 2004).
Long et al. (2007) conducted an ethnographic study of children at-play in
multilingual and multicultural contexts. They found that the children were learners
countering deceit-based perspectives emerging from educators’ focus on what these
minority children do not know as based on the cultural experiences of the majority group.
Nevertheless, through sociodramatic play, the children were able to bring in their own
knowledge and scaffold learning according to their own sociocultural backgrounds.
These children were able to utilize their own experiences and understandings of
language, literacy, and cultural roles and routines to learn across cultural contexts. This
study confirms the ideology that language and literacy development indeed occurs within
the homes of African American families. According to researchers in favor of alternative
discourses that give African American children and their families a voice, varied funds of
knowledge should be considered in early meaning-making systems. Additionally, Long,
Volk, and Gregory (2007) found that children are risk-takers when strategies are in place
that do not allows them to draw from their own experiences.
Family Perspectives of Literacy Practices
Researchers agree that families’ social and cultural practices influence literacy
development. Family structure imparts interactions that develop learners’ funds of
knowledge. In the larger scheme of things, we should honor families’ social and cultural
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processes in informal literacy practices (Edwards, 2003; Gonzalez 2005). According to
Mui & Anderson (2008), the autonomous view of literacy dishonors the multicontextual
framework of literacy as a social event. The continuation of literacy varies from family to
family. Thus, each family’s perceptions and functions will vary by cultural structure.
As the connection is made between the literacy development of children and the
role of the family, it is critical to look at the self-perceived roles of families. Morgan
(2005) suggests that environmental differences in the home may play a larger role in
learners’ development than previously thought. Morgan contends that the parents’
occupation, socioeconomic status, and level of education are not equal factors. Similarly,
Weigel (2006) asserts that the beliefs about the parents’ role in literacy development are
manifested in the environment they create for their children; this includes parental
attitudes.
Weigel (2006) explored the relationship of mothers’ attitudes and values on the
literacy development of their children using a three-pronged study method (with three
purposes for the study). The first purpose was to substantiate the conclusions that parents’
differences in their beliefs are linked to children’s literacy development. Next, the
researchers sought to investigate how parental literacy beliefs are connected to other
elements of home literacy. The third purpose was to examine the association between
parental literacy beliefs and preschool-aged children’s literacy abilities. It was
hypothesized that parental beliefs have large implicit and explicit effects on their
children’s literacy development.
It has been argued that families are the root of literacy development. Several
factors must be considered when looking at the ways the family shapes the children.
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These factors include socioeconomic status, literacy intensity, literacy practices, and
parent-child engagement. In literacy development, each of these areas correlates with the
progression or lack thereof in children (Weigel, 2006). Mothers’ who are deemed
“participatory parents” and utilize developmentally appropriate practices, predictably,
have some type of impact on their children’s literacy experiences. As a precursor,
mothers’ attitudes and values toward literacy predicted the literacy growth of their
children (Weigel, 2006).
As a result of Weigel (2006), two groups of mothers were identified: facilitative
mothers or conventional mothers. The facilitative mother is active in a children’s literacy
development. This activity included reading books and presenting general and specific
knowledge using books and providing learning opportunities. The children of mothers in
this group also enjoyed reading. The second group of mothers, conventional mothers,
believed that they had little to do with their children’s literacy development and that it is
a teachers’ responsibility to teach their children. These mothers reported multiple
challenges, including limited resources, space and time as well as a lack of books. In
addition, conventional mothers considered reading with to children “difficult” (Weigel,
2006).
Weigel (2006) concludes with three major findings. The first finding is that
parental literacy beliefs vary based on the mother’s level of education. The higher the
level of education, the more participatory the mothers were. Moreover, these mothers
imposed entertainment and whole language beliefs in the home environment. The second
finding is that parental beliefs are correlated to the activities and engagement within the
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home. Finally, Weigel (2006) found that the more engaging parental literacy beliefs were,
the more apparent children’s language and literacy development was.
Weigel (2006) confirms that parents’ perceived roles can greatly benefit the child.
When parents see the value in literacy development, results can be striking. However,
actual events are not always sophisticated behaviors that the children benefit from. This
study illustrates a point made by Edwards (2003) that literacy practices differ from family
to family and should all be perceived as important. Likewise, Gonzales (2005)
emphasizes that children develop a fund of knowledge. That fund of knowledge is
individual and is shaped by the child’s home environment. As widely indicated in the
literature, valuing of the funds of knowledge relies heavily on mothers’ perceptions and
beliefs (Morgan, 2005; Weigel, 2006).
Children’s Experiences with Literacy Practices
Children are not lifeless in their own language and literacy development, and the
stages of language and literacy development are not distinct or explicit. Conversely, the
stages occur in processes because of the need to deal with everyday issues (Dyson, 2003).
Researchers often discuss that these processes are enacted as children participate in
recurring social activities in their environment (Compton-Lilly, 2003, Johnson, 2010).
Moreover, social activities or events make the enacted interpretations meaningful through
cultural knowledge, social relations, and shared experiential history (Cooter & Perkins,
2011; Dyson, 2003; Howard, 2010; Purcell-Gates, 2004).
In early stages of the literacy development process, small children first borrow
and then repeat words as they learn to participate in the predictable happenings of their
home. According to Dyson (2003), these routines may include dressing, eating, and
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playing. As a result, the recontextualization of oral and printed words should be included
in academic discourse to bridge classroom literacy practices.
It is thought that children, on their own, make meaning of home practices with the
“textual toys” they bring to school. Textual toys are described as the multiple contexts
they develop from various genres within the home; these genres differ from home to
home. Hence, the multimodal nature of literacy practices has individual value to
individual children (Cooper, 2011; Edwards, 2010; Teale, 1986). Each child’s home may
have a different language and structure as well as different content. These genres can be a
powerful way to capture children’s perceptions of literacy practices.
The literature (Mui & Anderson, 2008; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988)
documents that children understand their responsibility to prepare their younger siblings
for literacy development. In Mui and Anderson’s (2008) study of the Johar family, the
children routinely played “school” inside their home. The older children said that they
liked playing school and also that it is their job to get their younger siblings ready for
school. Typically in dominant families, functional literacy activities are facilitated by the
parent. Yet, due to the structure of African American families, older siblings often serve
as facilitators of literacy activities (Mui & Anderson, 2008). The configuration of African
American families sanctions the support of literacy learning in multiple contexts.
Summary
Literacy and language development is influenced by many different things
(Edwards, 2010; Lee, 2010). As researchers seek to more deeply understand this
development, it is critical to consider the multiple contexts in which this development
arises. May (2011) notes that “How students (and teachers) have been socialized into
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using language matters because spoken language is the medium by which much teaching
takes place, and in which students demonstrate to teachers much of what they have
learned” (p.130). Teachers should recognize that students bring languages and literacies
acquired in homes and communities into the classroom and structure classroom activities
in ways that allows students to build on what they already know; this will enable teachers
to influence student learning in more powerful ways. However, teachers often know little
about their students’ home practices, which is a growing issue.
Researchers (Edwards, 2010; Lee, 2010; May, 2011; Milner, 2010) agree that two
common threads must prevail: Students’ funds of knowledge are relevant to pedagogy—
they do not hold a background of deficiency. In addition, it is perilous not to
acknowledge the cultural relevancy of their funds of knowledge. Dyson (2003)
concludes:
Language and literacy development is a process, not a series of stages nor a set of
sequentially learned skills. This process is enacted as children participate in, and
thereby enact interpretations of, the recurrent social activities of their daily lives.
(p. 123)
The dominant discourse portrays African American families as deficient in
literacy practices, valuing only dominant practices in the development of language and
literacy competencies. In the aforementioned dichotomy, there are many complexities
and contradictions that should be acknowledged when considering how children form
nonmajority families form language and develop literacy. Compton-Lilly, Rogers, and
Lewis (2012) argue that more attention should be given to the multi-contextual literacy
practices in the homes of minority families. These nontraditional literacy practices should
have voice in family literacy scholarship.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Research Questions
The purpose of the current investigation was to explore the practices and
discourse of family-based literacy practices and their connection in African American
families. The following research questions guided the study: (1) What are the multiple
usages of literacy for African American families? (2) What perception do parents have of
the literacy practices in their homes? The research design and methodology permitted the
researcher to gain knowledge of the practices associated with this study. This chapter
includes a statement of purpose and also presents the research questions that guided the
study. Participant selection, interview questions, and data collection and analysis
procedures will also be described in this chapter.
Epistemology Statement
In the current study, it was important to consider the voices of families that are
not part of the majority group. These voices were aligned with commonly recognized
constructivism. According to Brooks and Brooks (1993), “constructivism is not a theory
about teaching…it is a theory about knowledge and learning… the theory defines
knowledge as temporary, developmental, socially and culturally mediated, and thus,
nonobjective” (p.48). The fundamental ideologies of this approach are that individuals
can only make sense of new knowledge in the context of their prevailing understandings.
Knowledge construction is an active process in which learners make meaning by linking
new ideas with their existing knowledge. Knowledge is a fluid process, not a close-ended
product (Jones & Brader-Araje, 2002; Naylor & Keogh, 1999). This adds to the need to
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integrate the lifestyles and practices of African American families in the language and
literacy development of children from these families. Confirming, Vygotsky (1978), who
maintained that there is a link between the formal and informal concepts occurring
through children’s everyday experiences. Therefore, knowledge is continuously
deconstructed and reconstructed as learners are exposed to different experiences.
This qualitative study will examined the stories, events, and activities occurring in
the lives of the participants. This narrative-style discourse considered the subjective
views of African American families during events in which learning takes place.
According to Chase (2005): “Narrative researchers, view narratives as verbal action-as
doing or accomplishing something. Among other things, narrators explain, entertain,
inform, defend, complain, and confirm or challenge the status quo.” (p.27)
Chase (2005), argues the thought whatever the certain act, when somebody
conveys a story, he or she outlines, builds, and execute the self, experience, and reality.
When scholars give account as dynamically artistic in this way, they accentuate the
storyteller’s voice(s). The word voice attracts our attention to what the storyteller
communicates it as well as to the subject positions or social locations from which he or
she speaks. This arrangement of what, how, and where makes the storyteller’s voice
precise.
Analysis of the processes, events, epiphanies, and themes of African American
families contributed to the structure of the current organization. According to Chase
(2005), qualitative researchers study in efforts to understand, interrogate and deconstruct
understands. And the researcher’s epistemological perspective, in turn, shapes that
understanding by testing questions to get a final product.
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Statement of the Problem
The research design refers to the framework of the study. According to Crotty
(2010), it is the scheme of selection for the questions, instruments used for data
collection, and data analysis procedures. Critical race theory was used to guide the
current study. According to the literature (Creswell, 2003; Crotty, 2010; Denzin &
Lincoln, 2003; Lading-Billings, 2003), critical race theory deals with the social and
cultural contexts of events. Critical race theory is interpretive in nature and considers the
truth as subjective. These truths come from individualized background experiences
(Kinchele, 2003).
Critical race theory is heavily shaped by individualized truths and is often used to
challenge the normalcy of dominant culture situations. Consequently, it is imperative to
understand the real-life experiences of people in the context of their daily lives (Kinchele,
2003). One of the founding fathers of critical theory, Karl Marx, supposed critique of the
situations and events that would divulge essential realities about the societal conditions
(Miller, 2011). Marx (1967) argued: “What we have to accomplish at this time is all the
more clear; relentless criticism of all existing conditions, relentless in the sense that the
criticism is not afraid of its finding and just as little afraid of the conflict with the powers
that be” (p. 56).
As most critical race theorists tend to agree (Hill, 2009; Ladson-Billings & Tate,
1995; Miller, 2011), there are two basic tenets of critical race theory: 1) societal
constructions and practices that lead to major inequalities of power; and 2) these
inequalities of power leading to separation and domination of certain social classes and
groups. Moreover, the role of critical race theorists is to discover and expose the
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inequalities of society. Furthermore, these inequalities are to be brought to the attention
of the marginalized group (Miller, 2011).
In the current study, the underpinning notion was the cultural and social contexts
of literacy practices. In alignment with critical race theory, the critique of society and
culture emerges. Critical theory evolves into various forms, including but not limited to
critical race theory, critical queer theory, critical feminist theory, and critical
sociocultural theory (Ladson-Billing & Tate, 1995). In examining the literacy practices of
African American families, the critical race theory served as underpinning current.
Vygotsky’s work is fundamental in this theory. According to Vygotsky (1978):
Every function in the child's cultural development appears twice: first, on the
social level, and later, on the individual level; first, between people
(interpsychological) and then inside the child (intrapsychological). This applies
equally to voluntary attention, to logical memory, and to the formation of
concepts. All the higher functions originate as actual relationships between
individuals. (p. 82)
Families from African American backgrounds may have various literacy practices
that are not considered traditional by the dominant culture. However, the practices of
both segments of the population may share commonalities relevant to the acquisition of
language and literacy knowledge (Mui & Anderson, 2008). Although this may be a
factual understanding, the rigorous guidelines associated with school curriculums
educators believe that the consideration for cultural diversity is not relevant to their
agenda. However, Kincheloe and McLaren (2003) argue the need to recognize diverse
cultural noncommonalities:
Focusing on the relationships among culture, power, and domination, in the last
decades of the 20th century, culture has taken on a new importance in the effort to
understand power and domination. Critical researchers have argued that culture
has to be viewed as a domain of struggle where the production and transmission
of knowledge is always a contested process. Dominant and subordinate cultures
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deploy differing systems of meaning based on the forms of knowledge produced
in their cultural domain. (p. 34)
Even though critical race theory has its roots in legal scholarship, it is a likely
marriage in education, specifically early childhood (Morgan, 2011).The tenets of critical
race theory which can be interdisciplinary, not only tries to understand our societal
conditions, but to make transformations. In ascertain of how society systematizes itself
along racial lines and hierarchies, efforts should be made for societal betterment
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). According to Morgan (2011), that transformation begins
during the foundational stages of human life with the early childhood discourse. He
continues the argument critical race theory talk allows for a consideration to be made to
the institutionalized racism which dominates the discourse of language and literacy
development. Accordingly, privileged social classes control early childhood professional
culture. Hence, the current framing of early childhood ideology, pedagogy, and
methodology marginalize African American families. Critical race theory allows for an
analytical lens when examining existing structures of how the dominant culture identifies
literacy practices. Equally, critical race theory sanctions the probing perpetuation of
marginalization of African American’s family literacy practices- which often is
considered deficit (Compton-Lilly, 2003; Dyson, 2003; Edwards, 2003; LawrenceLightfoot, 1975).
Purpose of the Study
To add to the clarity of this chapter and the larger study, it is important to revisit
the purpose. The individuals involved in the current study had a crucial responsibility in
the literacy development of early learners. The extent of each of these responsibilities has
often been explored in search of a common understanding. However, the current study
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closely examined the uniqueness of unforeseen literacy practices occurring inside the
home on children’s language and literacy development. The findings of this study will
contribute to the instructional planning of classroom teachers. The study will also give
validity to the importance of the uniqueness each child brings to the diverse classroom.
Lastly, this study hopes to give a voice to a culture of people often left voiceless by the
dominant culture.
Methodology
According to Creswell (2003), the research approaches have increased to the point
researchers have various choices. However, he recommends a general framework to
construct a research inquiry. Continuing, when a general framework is implemented all
elements of the research, including addressing the epistemological thoughts of the study
to the details of collecting the data and the analyzing of the data, permits the researcher to
lodge the ideas in an extant context. Within the establishment of the framework comes
well-grounded literature, with familiarity to the desired audience.
Choosing a specific study methodology involved the examination of several
components, such as the problem that has been identified, personal experiences of the
researcher, and the audience for whom the paper was written (Creswell, 2003). Typically
a qualitative design is used in behavioral studies, which allows the analysis of text,
pictures, and representation of information in relation to constructivism. Likewise, openended questions were essential in the current study. These types of questions allowed us
to see the “how” and “why” of a problem (Creswell, 2008).
A second factor which influenced the choice of methodology is the personal
experience of the researcher. The qualitative approach incorporated a more creative,
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literary form of writing, computer analysis programs, and experiences via open-ended
interviews, surveys, and blogs. The researcher, an advocate or a “participatory writer,” is
interested in literacy practices and its relation to marginalized people. Furthermore, there
is an interest in social improvement specifically in literacy and language and
development (Creswell, 2003, 2008; Crotty, 2009).
The final factor which influenced the choice of methodology was the audience.
The idea that African American families have shortcomings in terms of literacy practices
could perhaps be eradicated from that school of thought associated with the dominant
culture (Miller, 2011).
In efforts to examine the family literacy practice in the homes of African
American families and their perceptions of these practices, the researcher explored and
analyzed participants’ perceptions through qualitative data collection and analysis
methods.
Research Setting
The historical and humanistic stance of viewing African American families’
literacy practices from a deficiencies approach is common in the dominant discourse of
language and literacy development (Compton-Lilly, 2003; Dyson, 1997; Lee, 2007). As a
result of this, the research location selection was chosen. The research location, Joslyn C.
Taylor Learning Academy, is situated in a metropolitan setting- in the northeastern
setting. The center has a large number of families typically marginalized by dominant
cultures. Of families in the center, 95% of them self-identity themselves as African
Americans. The remaining 5% of the population are of Latin descent or other. The
school is a private Christian pre-school, serving 40 students ages 2 to 6 years. The school
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consists of four classrooms, including; (1) a 2-year old toddler classroom, with 9
children, (2) a 3-year old toddler classroom with 11 children, (3) a 4-year old pre-K, with
13 children and (4) a kindergarten class with 7 students. One hundred percent of the
families reside in the metropolitan area.
The families from this school were invited to participate in this study based on
willingness to volunteer and a set criterion. The criteria included; (1) a parent of a pre-K
or Kindergarten child, (2) self-identifies as an African American parent, and (3) resides in
the metropolitan area.
Participation Selection and Identification
The families which were selected for the study were self-identified as African
American parents of pre-K or and kindergarteners. These families will live in the
metropolitan area. The 95% African American families in the school met the criteria to
be eligible for participation in the study.
An invitation letter (see Appendix G) was included in a communication folder the
teachers from Joslyn C. Taylor Learning Center distributed each day for the parents to
sign. The letter included an overview of the study and my contact information for parents
who were willing to volunteer to participate in the study.
Methods of Data Collection
Data collection methods were chosen in alignment with critical race theory, as
being interpretive and strongly ties to truth being subjective (Kinchele & McLaren,
2003). Because each researcher’s ideology is heavily shaped by his or her own truths, it
was important that the parents chosen for the study completed three interviews about
their home literacy practices. The three interviews included a presentation of a literacy
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artifact related to their home practices that was discussed and analyzed. For purposes of
triangulation, each parent blogged about the literacy practices involving their children
that occur in their home environment, as the researcher, sought to examine how African
American families classify literacy practices. Moreover, the researcher sought to find out
if these families perceived these literacy practices as factors in their children’s language
and literacy and also what their perceptions were of the literacy practices that are not
dominant?
After interviews were completed, they were transcribed and coded. Data analysis
continued, as information obtained from the literacy artifacts was used to identify
common threads in the data. In addition, data from the blog was used to identify
additional shared threads. In conclusion, the foundation of critical race theory involves
opened-ended questions, text, and image, which often lends itself to these emerging
approaches to data collection (Ajayi, 2005; Ladson-Billing, 2003; Lewis, 2009; Park,
2011).
Interview Guide
Qualitative interviews permit a researcher to see that which is not customarily on
view and scrutinizes that which is often seen but seldom perceived. Furthermore,
interviews give a researcher a forum to obtain richer and fuller responses from
participants (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 1998). There are four basic categories of
qualitative interviewing; (1) focus groups, (2) internet interviewing, (3) casual
conversations and in-passing clarification, and (4) semi-structured and unstructured
interviews. The differential factors include, the role of the interviewer, face-to face as
opposed to through media, and the familiarity between the interviewer and interviewee

54

(Rubin & Rubin, 2012). For the purpose of this study and keeping with the framework of
critical race theory, semi-structured and unstructured interviews were used in this study
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Additionally, internet interviewing,
in the form of blogging will be utilized.
Semi-structured and unstructured interviews. According to Rubin and Rubin
(2012), semi-structured and unstructured interviews are at the core of qualitative
interviewing. With both, scheduled extended conversations occur between the researcher
and the interviewee. However, in semi-structured interviews, the researcher acquires
about a define focus. Hence, a limited number of questions are prepared, with plans to
ask follow-up questions. In explaining unstructured interviews, Rubin and Rubin states,
the researcher has a broad topic in mind, and formulates questions as the interview
proceeds. In both semi-structured and unstructured interviews, probing questions are
employed. Yet, the degree of control is the primary difference-semi-structured interviews
allows for more narrow focus in the responses from the interviewer.
Internet Interview. Internet interview involves communication between the
interviewer and interviewee through internet agency. According to Rubin and Rubin
(2012), this form of interviewing allows more privacy for participants. He positions,
internet interviewing as having the strength to allow for careful consideration to questions
and thoughtful follow-up questions. The follow-up questions works well, because the
interview has time to evaluate the initial responses and query deeper imperative
questions.
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Face-to-Face Interviews
In this study the interviews were one-on-one. The researcher developed an
interview protocol to schedule interviews, and each participant signed a consent form to
be interviewed as well as a form to consent to audio recording. The audio recording,
labeled with pseudonyms, will be kept under lock and key for two years after the
conclusion of the study. At which time the audio tapes will be destroyed. The matching
names to the pseudonyms will be kept in a different location, and also will be destroyed
two years after the conclusion of the study. The researcher will took hand-written notes
during the interviews to serve as a baseline for continuing questioning. The security of
the hand written notes will follow that of the audio recordings. At the end of the
interviews, the participants received a duplicate of the transcript to safeguard their
perspectives were truthfully characterized. The interviews were a sixty to ninety minutes
long and were conducted at Joslyn C. Taylor’s Learning Center.
Participants were asked to respond to a series of open-ended questions, which
allowed them to freely voice their experiences and understandings. The first interview
employed semi-structured techniques. In this interview, the participants were asked a
series of closed-ended questions. However, the last question was an open-ended
question, which allowed for the participants to lead the discussion (see Appendix A).
The questions in the first interview also gave the opportunity for the researcher and the
interviewer began to establish a relationship- a key factor in the interviewing process
(Merriam 2002; Rubin & Rubin, 2012).
The second and third interviews open-ended questions (see Appendix B) allowed
for creative response options for responding (Creswell, 2007). Probing questions were
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used to clarify interviewees’ responses with regard to the main questions. In-depth
interview strategies were used to guide participant responses. Interviews were face-toface and in one-on-one settings.
Artifact Collection
During the second interview, an unstructured element of interviewing was
introduced when the participants produced their literacy artifacts. The participants and the
researcher analyzed the virtue and importance of the artifact in relations to their family
literacy practices. This came as the result of the fact that the researcher watched and
asked about what are ceremonial and ritual that are normally laden in participants
cultures (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). The researcher did not keep the actual artifact. Pictures
of the artifact were taken. The images of the participants were included. The pictures
were label with the pseudonym of the contributor. A description of the artifact will be
attached to the picture. The picture and the description will be keep under lock and key
for two years after the conclusion of the study. Thereafter, they will be destroyed.
Blog
During this stage of the data collection, the participants partook in a blog. The
blog was a form of internet interviewing. Additionally, unstructured interviewing was
evident in blogging. The participants had total privacy in this stage of the study. Each
person was given the website address for the blog, as well as the beginning date and
ending date of its availability. Each person logged on using a self -selected pseudonym.
The identity of the bloggers was not revealed to anyone, including the researcher. The
blog was active for four weeks. Thereafter, it was deactivated by the researcher.
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Transcripts from the blog will be kept for two years, under lock and key after the
conclusion of the study. Subsequently, the transcripts will be destroyed.
During the blogging sessions, the participants responded to a series of topics (see
Appendix D). The topics were broad and the researcher used follow up questions to probe
the bloggers to discuss practices which may disclose literacy practices. Rubin and Rubin
(2012) confirms “…a conversation goes off track, and you need a steering probe to bring
it back” (p. 140). Steering probes are ideal in blogging. The very nature of blogging is
conversational between multiple individuals, which have a propensity for straying from
the topic.
Data Analysis
In qualitative studies, data collection and analysis typically coincide to enable a
coherent interpretation (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). According to Wiersma and Jurs
(2009), data analysis in qualitative research is a process of categorization, description,
and synthesis. Data analysis procedures consist of seven phases: (1) organizing the data;(
2) immersion in the data; (3) generating categories and themes; (4) coding data; (5)
interpreting data through analytic methods; (6) searching for alternative understandings;
and (7) writing the transcribed data for presenting the study (Wiersma& Jurs, 2009).
A data-gathering activity log was kept for organization purposes. To analyze and
interpret the qualitative data, Litchman’s three Cs of analysis was used, including; codes,
categories, and concepts (Litchman, 2006). In this method, open coding, axial coding and
selective coding is illustrated in the six defined steps.
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Step 1. Initial coding transpired. The researcher read the transcripts and marked
words and phrases that represented what the research perceived provided meaning to the
passage. In essences, the central idea of the passage was identified.
Step 2. The researcher revisited the initial coding, in efforts of uncovering any
missed terms, events, of examples on the topic of literacy practices. During this step the
research looked for shades of meaning for specific words or phrases.
Step 3. After teasing out the shades of meaning, in step three an initial list of
categories of center ideas was established. The categories were constructed based on
explicit commonalities as well as those which are implied.
Step 4. The researcher reread the transcripts in attempts to modify the initial
categories. Retrieving additional information from the rereads offered a need for
amendments.
Step 5. Additional amending and modification to the categories produced
subcategories.
Step 6. The final step transformed the categories into major themes of literacy
practices in the homes of African American families. The themes are the major concepts
of the study.
Analyzing each of these steps permitted the researcher to transition the raw data,
to codes, to categories to concepts. The emerged themes from the data, allowed for new
findings. Merriam (1998) supports arranging the codes and categories through levels of
coding; this assures a grounded theory is constructed.
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Representation
The families participating in the current study live in a metropolitan area located
in the southeastern region of United States. The city is the largest in the state and the 20th
largest in the United States. According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2010), demographic
characteristics include the following: 40.6% White; 52.1% Black American; 5.6%
Hispanic; and 2.3% Asian. Most of the city’s residents live inside the city limits, totaling
approximately 646,889 people. The demographics within the metropolitan area change
somewhat—the number of Whites drops to 29.4%, the African American population
expands to 63.3 %, the Hispanic population is at 6.5%, and the Asian population is
around 0.2%.
Participants were selected via purposeful sampling, which added credibility to the
samples (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). Five African American families with children
between the ages of 4 and 6 were interviewed. Only families that live in the metropolitan
area were chosen. Merriam (1998) argues that a focused selection is based on the
hypothesis that the investigator wants to discover, gain insight, and therefore must choose
a sample which most can be learned. Creswell (2007) also recommends this form of data
collection to conduct is qualitative research because it provides researchers clarity of the
research questions.
The educational attainments of the participants are above the national average of
18.7% for African American adults 25 years and older holding a bachelor’s degree or
higher (U.S. Census Bureau 2008-2011 American Community Survey). Of the 11
caregivers, 2 are currently pursuing a bachelor’s degree, 2 hold a bachelor’s degree, 1 is
pursuing an advanced degree, 2 hold an advance degree and 1 holds a Ph.D. degree. The

60

participants’ educational attainment consists of 45% hold a bachelor’s degree or higher.
As a result, these African American families are considered of the middle class status.
In order to provide the families an objective voice in the study, a detailed
descriptive representation was employed using the following, (1) long, short and text
embedded quotations, (2) scripting conversation and stating the conversation in different
languages to reflect cultural sensitivity, (3) using wording from the participants and (4)
intertwining quotations with the researcher’s interpretations (Creswell, 2003).
Consequently, in this narrative process, the voices of the African American families are
clear and concise in the findings.
Ethical Issues
In efforts of addressing ethical issues, a series of steps to increase the validity of
the study was followed. There was member checking for participants to determine the
accuracy of the study findings. Participants were allowed to view the final report or
specific description or themes to guarantee that they were accurately portrayed. In
qualitative research, member checking is also known as “informant feedback” or
“respondent validation” (Creswell, 2003). It allows for the accuracy, credibility, and
validity of the data. Member checking can be done during the interview process or after
the interview is summarized. If done after the interview is summarized, respondents have
an opportunity to attest to its accuracy (Creswell, 2003). In the current study, member
checking was done at the end of data coding and summarization.
Follow-up phone interviews were conducted for clarification purposes. Peer
debriefing and the use of a third party was used to provide an external check of the
research process. Using a third party when doing research reduces researcher’s bias and
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increases validity (Creswell, 2003). All of the descriptions of the data were recorded in
the participants’ own language, fully incorporating their interpretations and intentions.
Various data collection methods were employed in the current study. The use of
audio recording during face-to-face interviews maximized the accuracy of the data.
Interviews offered more control and flexibility than paper questionnaires. Personal
relationships between the researcher and study participants were more effective in
eliciting sincere responses. Also, open-ended interview questions allowed participants to
elaborate on their responses. Participants’ personal experiences revealed the unique
perceptions of their language and literacy experiences, which allowed for a vicarious
participation in these families’ experiences.
According to Merriam (1998), reliability in qualitative research addresses one
central question: “Are the results consistent with the collected data?” To enhance the
study’s reliability, there was the establishment of an audit trail, which is a chain of
evidence created and available for review. An audit trail allows others researchers to
authenticate the study’s findings by following the processes utilized by the researcher
(Merriam, 1998). The audit trail included demographical information sheets, interview
guides, audio recordings, interview transcripts, and coded data.
Limitations and Directions for Future Research
The current study was limited to five families that are African American and live
in the metropolitan area. Each family has at least one child between the ages of 4 and 6
years. The participants considered for this study had to be technological knowledgeable
enough to participate in a weekly blog.
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Therefore, the study findings may not be applicable to all African American
families within this region or in similar regions. Accordingly, results would be limited to
a phenomenon description as opposed to future predictions (Creswell, 2003; Merriam,
1998). In addition, the current study is limited to information gathered from semistructured and structured interviews with both open- and closed-ended questions (see
Appendices A-C), literacy artifacts representations and blog topics (see Appendix D).
Data analysis was based on the assumption that the information is trustworthy. Johnson
(2010), Hannon (2006), and Dyson (2006) utilized similar methods of data collection,
and the foundation of this study is aligned with their findings.
Finally, it is important to acknowledge my role as the researcher. I am a parent
and a member of an African American family; therefore, it was important for me not to
include my own perceptions of the lives and experiences of the parents from which data
was collected. I recognize the ways that social, ethnic, and economic factors may impact
the way data is represented and interpreted.
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Chapter 4
FINDINGS AND RESULTS
Findings
The current study examines the home literacy practices of five African American
families. Two research questions guided the study: (1) What are the multiple usages of
literacy practices in African American families’ homes? and (2) What are African
American parents’ perceptions of literacy practices in their homes? Qualitative data
revealed a partial picture of these home literacy practices. However, the current inquiry
provides an expansive and multifaceted depiction of the home literacy practices of five
African American families, emerging from data triangulation and descriptive findings.
This chapter is organized into three major sections: an introductory ecology of
each family, a cross-family analysis of multiple literacy practices, and a cross-family
analysis of perceptions of those literacy practices. The finding addressing the two
research questions are reported within each of these sections. To thoroughly represent the
families’ literacy practices, detailed contextual and background information is reported
for each family. This background information provides an introduction of the family
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members, their home environments, and the parents’ perceptions of language and literacy
development for their children.
Using a qualitative research design, home literacy practices and the families’
perceptions were examined. Each family had a different family structure: (1) a married
couple with three children aged 25, 19, and 6 years; (2) a single father of a 4-year-old
living with his extended family; (3) a married couple with two sons aged 6 and 4 years;
(4) a single mother with two daughters aged 6 and 2 years; and (5) an engaged couple
with 5-year-old twins, a boy and a girl. The primary parent was the main source of data,
and in most cases, this was the mother (with the exception of the single father
participating in the study). Data collection included face-to-face interviews, blogs, and
literacy artifacts.
When hypothesizing the multiple usages of literacy practices in the homes of
African American families, the findings of the current study revealed that each family
shared some common literacy practices that may be associated with the ecology of their
families. Those identified practices presented three major themes, including family
connection literacy practices, religious literacy practices, and civil rights−enhancement
literacy practices. These common themes are similar to themes found in the literature
(Johnson, 2010; Moss, 2003; Taylor, 1993). The families ‘collective themes frequently
seen in family literacy discourse included literacy practices (1) for the maintenance and
establishment of the family unit, (2) to preserve everyday life, (3) to establish and
maintain financial needs, (4) to pursue pleasure and enjoyment, and (5) to fulfill
education attainment and for knowledge growth. Each of the aforementioned literacy

65

practices translate into an important part of the process in the language and literacy
development of African American children (Johnson, 2010; Moss, 2003; Taylor, 1993).
In the families observed in the current study, the adult family members
constructed literacy engagement activities and practices for their children. According to
Vygotsky (1978), verbal guidance within the children’s individual zone of proximal
development occurs through these practices. Regarding the question, “What are African
American parents’ perceptions of these literacy practices in their homes,” the families
had a neutral perception of whether those practices played a vital role in the language and
literacy development of their children. Overall, most of the families viewed the literacy
practices most closely associated with the dominant culture as more important. Practices
related to family routines and structures were commonly regarded as less important in
children’s language and literacy development.
In the current study, the participants’ perceptions of literacy practices that
improve their children’s language and literacy development are aligned with what has
been found in previous studies (Anderson, 2010; Compton-Lilly, 2003; LawrenceLightfoot, 1975; Lee, 2007). African American families’ opinions of the most effective
elements of their children’s language and literacy development are the literacy practices
less associated with their daily living routines. The question has arisen whether this is
simply an extension of the discourse of the dominate culture, which typically undervalues
and diminishes the influences of literacy practices that occur within the homes of African
American families, as described by Compton-Lilly (2003).
The Voices of the Participants
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In this qualitative study undergirded by critical race theory, it is important to know
the study participants as much as possible. The following introductions provide
background information about the participants, which may have some influence on the
data collected in the study. Daily practices and experiences which may not seem readily
related to language and literacy development will be introduced in the opening synopsis
of the family units. However, researchers (Dyson, 1997; Edward, McMillon, & Turner; &
Compton-Lilly, 2003) have indicated unforeseen literacy experiences of families not
from the dominant culture are often perceived as unrelated to language and literacy
development. Hence, it is important to be inclusive of these practices and experiences to
adequately hear the voices of the participants. Each of the families has some similarities
in common as well as unique characteristics; therefore, it is important to understand who
these families are as distinct family units. Pseudonyms were used to maintain the
confidentiality of the participants.
The Cunningham Family
Vanessa Cunningham began her story discussing “starting over,” stating that it
was not an easy task. Twenty years after their first child was born, a son joined the
family of Marcus and Vanessa Cunningham, which made a total of three children in the
family. “We already had two daughters, but Marcus just had to have a son. It was a
blessing; Myles was a boy. Otherwise, that would have been a wrap!” Vanessa, the
matriarch of the Cunningham family, is completing her master’s degree in guidance
counseling and recently passed all of her State-required certification exams. According to
Vanessa, “Everyone in the family had a part in my passing the test. I would go on Tango,
and Kimbra and Katelyn would quiz me over the material. I even had poor little Myles
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helping me study with my flashcards. Even though he did not know the words on my
cards, I had him hold them up for me. I guess we all would have earned this degree in
December.” Tango is a media application which allows individuals to communicate in
real time through cellular devices. Vanessa anticipates the completion of her degree in the
winter of 2013 and plans to leave her current position as an administrative assistant to
pursue job opportunities in school counseling. This 41-year-old mother affirms, “I have
been putting completing my degree on hold so long for the sake of the children. I am
really excited about finishing and starting a new chapter in my life.” In 2007, Vanessa
completed her bachelor’s degree in special education but decided not to immediately
begin work in the school system upon completion. Instead, she opted to obtain a master’s
degree.
Marcus, the patriarch of the Cunningham clan, works in the freight line industry.
This 46-year-old father purchased his own truck 3 years ago and started driving for
himself. In addition to driving, Marcus returned to school and finished his business
degree. Vanessa expressed, “We just did not want the kids to think we did not get done
with our degrees, so we needed to be an example. It was rough on us, having both of us in
school finishing our bachelor’s, but we had to do it.”
The couple’s first daughter Kimbra is a 26-year-old graduate of a prominent
historically Black college in Atlanta and is now married with a 1-year-old daughter.
While adjusting to motherhood, Kimbra is completing her master’s degree in accounting.
Kimbra lives out of state but routinely visits her family approximately every two months.
In between time, she uses Tango daily to stay in touch with the family. As Vanessa
indicates, she must see her granddaughter, Bailey each day, stating that, “Bailey has to
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know her Gigi.” When asked why the nickname “Gigi” was selected, she replied, “It
stands for Gorgeous Grandma. I am too young to be a granny or grandma.” Vanessa
articulates, “I can see her to play with her and blow kisses! Bailey is so smart; she can
sing Pat-a-Cake with me. I just love my little Bailey.”
Katelyn, the family’s second daughter, is a freshman in a state college
approximately three hours away pursuing a degree in physical therapy. Nineteen-year-old
Katelyn is also an avid user of Tango, using it to talk with her family daily. “Katelyn
could be walking across campus and call me randomly! I tell her I am at work and cannot
talk to you all day! I think I have created a monster. That girl will even call to show me a
bump on her arm.” Vanessa describes a day when Katelyn was in a store buying a stuffed
animal for little brother Myles. To pick the correct one, she accessed Tango so that Myles
could choose it.
Myles is the family’s youngest child; he is 6-years-old and was completing
kindergarten at the time of study. The completion of kindergarten is a big celebration in
the Cunningham home, and it is marked by a celebratory event. The immediate family as
well as the extended and fictive family attended a party in honor of Myles’s graduation,
which had an animal theme and stuffed animals as gifts. Myles received an animal set for
graduation and also for reciting the Biblical passage Psalms 23 at the graduation program.
As Vanessa explained, Myles loves animals, and the whole family is aware of this—
everywhere and everything revolves around animals. Vanessa added that Myles lives,
sleeps, and dreams animals, saying that he has lots of toy animals and often illustrates
these animals in his writing. Vanessa describes Myles’s love for toy animals as a
development from his sister Katelyn’s obsession with WebKinz, a line of toy/stuffed
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animals connected to an online website. When Katelyn was a child, she would allow
Myles to go on the WebKinz site with her while she babysat him, which was a bribery
method for to prompt good behavior. At the time of study, Vanessa was excited about
Myles going to first grade. However, she did express concern for him moving from a
small environment to a larger school; yet she understood that he has to “fly on to be
successful.”
The Askew Family
“Surrounded by males” is how Shania Askew describes her household. This 35year-old elementary school teacher asserts her house is always full of boys. The boys she
speaks of include her sons and also “other people’s children,” she describes. Laughingly,
Shania reveals that her husband jokingly calls her “the old woman who lived in a shoe” in
reference to the nursery rhyme character, an old woman who had too many children in
her shoe-shaped house. Shania’s sons Cedric “CJ” Askew II (6 years of age) and Carlton
(4 years of age) always want friends to come visit. Shania claims, “I believe the boys love
company because their daddy always loves company. So, our house is always full.”
Shania continues, describing the boys as active, loud, happy, and lovers of reading,
drawing, playing video games, and making stuff.
Shania’s devotion to her career as a teacher is apparent in her conversations; as a
result, this overlaps into her family life. She discusses how her sons are curious each day
when she brings her students’ work home. “CJ always looks through my papers as I grade
and ask questions about why they missed a question. Then he wants to know who got
them all right.” When asked why she thinks searching her bags was important to her
sons, her response was, “Carlton told me just the other day, ‘I wants to be a teacher when
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I grows up like you, Mama, and Ms. Shelia.’” (Ms. Shelia is Carlton’s pre-school
teacher.) “I think CJ, just likes to read ‘big kids’ school work. Sometimes he will even try
to get do the work.” Shania, who has a master’s in education, proclaims, “Teaching is my
passion, and I find myself teaching all the time—at school, at home, and even when the
boys have friends over.”
Cedric Askew, an operational specialist, is the family’s shopper; Shania describes
her 41-year-old husband as a shopaholic. She declares that whether online, through
catalogs, or in stores, Cedric loves to shop. Continuing, Shania points out when they plan
family vacations, Cedric’s primary concern is whether or not there will be places to shop.
Shania proclaims, “Cedric got the boys looking through sale papers picking out what they
want for Christmas, and its summer time!”
Cedric’s namesake, his son CJ, is fascinated with cartoon characters. Shania
declares that when CJ watches cartoons, he is intensely bewitched by the characters. He
pause the television and then draws the character from the screen she pointed out.
Because this can go on for hours, frustrating other television watchers in the house, CJ
generally watches his programs alone. Shania describes CJ’s pictures as “colorful and
imaginative,” and she is amazed at how the pictures look exactly like the ones from the
programs. Shania avers that CJ later cuts the figures from the paper to make his own
action figures, which are then used for multiple purposes, such as using them as a paper
action figures or importing the into written documents as illustrations. “Sometimes he
may glue the pictures into stories he writes,” states Shania. In an interview, Shania
produced a folder full of CJ’s hand-drawn action figures (Figures 2, 3, and 4). As she
explains, drawing is such a momentous part of their household that it was the first thing
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that came to mind when she was asked about literacy artifacts (see Figures 2-4). In
addition to drawing illustrations for the stories he creates, CJ also cuts characters from
food boxes to use in his stories (Figure 2).

Figure 2. C.J.’s illustrations of superheroes from cartoons, including Bible Man, Power
Rangers, and some of their foes.

Figures 3. Cut-out of Angry Birds’ character from a fruit snack box placed into CJ’s
story.
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Figure 4. A picture of part two from one of CJ’s stories.

The younger child in the Askew family, Carlton, is labeled a cheerful, pleasant
child. Shania maintains Carlton’s primary goal is to “keep up” with his big brother, as he
idolizes him and wants to include him in everything. Shania explains “The other day
leaving school, Ms. Shelia told him to get two pieces of candy for being good; he said no
he needed to get two more for CJ because he was good at his school, too.” Shania defines
Carlton as a very verbal child who asks questions and often answering questions that are
not directed at him. While conversing one day, Shania and Marcus used the word
“opposite,” and Carlton proceeded to tell them all the opposites he knew, such as
”hot/cold, up/down, on/off, mommy/daddy.” Shania explains that she thinks Carlton used
his critical thinking ability to think of the last pair of opposites.
The Richmond Family
Sergeant Jeremy Richmond proclaims he never begins or ends his days; according
to this 40-year-old single father, his days and nights are blurred together. “I just try to get
a nap in here and there, which does not always work well. So I am always on full-throttle
speed.” Jeremy, a divorced father, describes the world in which he and his son live as
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“hurried.” In addition to being a sergeant for the local police department, Jeremy is in
college to complete his degree in criminal justice. “I went straight into the military after
high school and came home and went to college, but I didn’t have the discipline to finish.
So I had to go back now.” As Jeremy describes, he has missed many opportunities
because he does not have a bachelor’s degree. This has prompted newfound
determination for Jeremy to finish college.
After getting a divorce two years ago, Jeremy’s mother Angela moved in with
him to help with his son Daniel, since Jeremy was awarded full custody of his son.
“Daniel was not quite 2-years-old, and I was working the night shift. Angela has been a
big help to me. Working full-time and with Daniel so young, I needed the help.” Jeremy
beams with pride when he describes how his mother stepped in and served as a second
caregiver for Daniel.
Less than a year ago, Jeremy’s younger brother Kelvin moved from the east coast
to live with the family. Kelvin is a construction worker and functions as Daniel’s third
caregiver. Jeremy, who characterizes Kelvin as Afrocentric asserts, “Kelvin has taught
Daniel and Mrs. K a bunch of African words. He got Ms. K to only do commands in
African words. So now he does not obey me at all.” Ms. K is the German Shepard Jeremy
purchased for Daniel when the two of them became “single men.”
Jeremy considers Daniel a “high energy child.” Daniel, living with three adults,
has lots of opportunity to be active, but he also receives lots of attention. Jeremy
articulates that this can have a two-fold effect. First, Daniel is very curious and wants to
be involved in everything Jeremy does from household chores to paying bills to asking
him questions about his work. “When I do the weekly schedules for the officers at work,
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Daniel always attempts to give me input. He knows all the guys from the station and
thinks they are his buddies.” Jeremy explains that Daniel has been going to the station
with him since he has been able to walk.
Daniel, a 4-year old, loves all things related to college sports. His bedroom is
decorated in his favorite university’s theme and colors, and Daniel is very specific about
the color scheme of his wardrobe. Jeremy states that Daniel loves to sport his orange and
white team-colored cap on a daily basis. He often sings his favorite rap song when he
wears his college gear. Since Daniel’s cousin began College this past fall, Daniel’s
infatuation with his favorite sports teams has only increased. Jeremy and Daniel spend
lots of their free time playing games that involve the use of a ball: football, baseball, or
basketball. Daniel’s uncle played college football; therefore, Jeremy believes he got his
love for sports honestly.
The Watkins Family
As she describes, Kenosha Watkins is anxious to change her name to Kenosha
Thomas. In the coming months, Kenosha is marrying her fiancée, Keifer Thomas. The
two have dated for four years, and Kenosha carefully explains the major role that Keifer
has played in her life as well as in the lives of her twins. Keifer has become a great father
to Kenosha’s children, and the four of them will merge to create a new family, Kenosha,
Keifer, and her 5-year old twins Jerrica and Jacob.
Kenosha is a 24-year-old full-time college student and stay-at-home mom. She
expressed that her wedding planning has consumed the Watkins/Thomas household.
“Between the twins homework and my homework and planning this wedding, I am
exhausted! Jerrica and Jacob keep me popping as it is!” Kenosha is a junior in college
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majoring in social work, and she attends a local 4-year institution. She recently joined a
sorority and has a clear rationale for pledging: (1) As a first-generation college student,
she wants to experience all aspects of college life. (2) She enjoys community service, and
it is important to her to give back to her community. (3) She wants to create a legacy for
her daughter Jerrica. She pronounces Jerrica is starting young and even learning the songs
and chants associated with her sorority. Kenosha stresses that Jerrica has used play dough
to mold the Greek letters of the sorority and put them on her bedroom wall.
As Kenosha explains, her fiancée travels continuously with his job, but he helps
out consistently when he is home. Keifer is a 31-year-old athletic recruiter for a local
university. The couple met in church one day while Kenosha was visiting a church with
her cousin. Keifer had asked who she was and invited her back to an upcoming weeklong revival. Kenosha relayed that she attended every night, and there was an instant
connection between her and Keifer. A year later, the two were engaged, as Kenosha had
stressed the importance of family to Keifer. In efforts to be close to Kenosha and the
children, they pray together daily, and each time Keifer visits before he travels, he prays
for the three of them. “Keifer puts a hedge of protection around us each time he sees us,”
Kenosha emphasizes. Upon further discussion, Kenosha mentioned that the hedge of
protection is a prayer of protection for the family administered by Keifer. In addition to
the hedge of protection, Kenosha states she and Keifer post scriptures on the mirrors in
their bathrooms to offer guidance, protection, and encouragement as they maneuver
through the day.
Fraternal twins Jerrica and Jacob literally cannot move without each other. Albeit,
Jerrica “…runs the ship,” states Kenosha. Jerrica’s officious, outgoing disposition is the
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opposite of Jacob’s passive, introverted personality. Jerrica usually decides what the two
of them will play, and dramatic play is her activity of choice. Notwithstanding, Jacob
goes along with Jerrica’s desire to play different roles, but he is usually a bibliophile. Not
overly selective, Jacob will read anything available. Kenosha adds, “He reads the cereal
boxes ten times over and will report the findings to me and his sister, over and over.”
The family spends much of their time at church events: Sunday is regular worship
services, Tuesday night is Bible study, and Thursday is choir rehearsal night. Each
member of the family is actively involved in various ministries within in the church.
Keifer serves as an usher, Kenosha is in the adult choir, and Jerrica and Jacob sing in the
angel choir, which is designed exclusively for the church’s youth. In addition, Jerrica is
on the children’s praise dance team. Kenosha declares that the limelight of this dance
team is “right up Jerrica’s alley.” As she shares, it was only through bribery that she got
Jacob to participate in the angel choir. He sings at home, but his shyness usually takes
over when they are in front of a crowd.
The Duncan Family
The Duncan family began to take form in an inner-city park. Jessica, with a
somber look on her face, tells the story of how her oldest daughter Meghan was found in
a paper bag by a police officer late one night. “Someone had her and just threw her
away,” explains this statistician for a child advocacy organization. Jessica, a registered
foster parent, received a call late one night about Meghan. “They asked if I would take
her, and I said yes. I later adopted her,” Jessica clarifies. Absorption and informal
adoption is a common practice common in many African American homes. This refers to
the situation when homeless family members or those unable to care for themselves for
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reasons such as age, sickness, or unemployment move into a relative’s household (Martin
& Martin, 1978). Such practices were common in Jessica’s extended family. “I always
saw cousins, uncles, aunts, or whomever living with family, so it was second nature to be
a foster parent,” Jessica enlightens. However, she did elect to formally adopt Meghan for
the added security.
Neither Meghan’s identity nor her racial background has ever been an issue. At
first glance, Jessica conveyed, Meghan looks White, but as she has aged, she looks as if
she could be a different ethnicity. Jessica speculates that Meghan is a mix of races,
including White, Black, and Hispanic. As a result, she thinks it is important that she
exposes her to a wide array of cultures. Primarily believing that Meghan will be seen as
mixed, Jessica exposes her to lots of diversity, including books, music, and food
selections. Jessica declares that she is firm in the religious practices she presents to
Meghan. This 39-year-old single mother of two openly discusses the fact that Meghan is
adopted, but she does not disclose the events surrounding the adoption.
Aware of the adoption, 5-year-old Meghan struggles with the idea she did not
come from her mother’s “belly.” Three years after her adoption, Jessica gave birth to a
daughter, and Meghan has memories of her sister Taylor in her mother’s belly. Meghan
often asks Taylor what it was like when she was inside of Jessica’s belly. In response,
Meghan is told that she was so special that she was given to her and did not grow inside
her belly. Every few months, the issue re-emerges and is visible in some of Meghan’s
drawings and writings (Figure 5). In Figure 5, the top picture shows Jessica “expecting”
Meghan- an event which did not happen. Jessica thinks that many of Meghan’s drawings
and writings express her struggle with adoption as well as her desire to feel secure and
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loved. The pictures are always representative of Jessica and Meghan only—Taylor is
never included.

Figure 5. Drawings and writing created by Meghan. The top pictures depict her mother
“expecting” her.

Jessica spends quite a bit of her free time volunteering at a local church and a
children’s hospital. This volunteerism has had an impact on Meghan as well. Jessica
previously worked on a team of grant writers for the hospital, and that started her as a
consistent volunteer. Jessica discusses how she attempts to shape her day with her
daughters, which includes music, current events, and religion. Jessica communicated, she
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turns the television off on Sundays after church so that the family can read, play music,
and gave family discussions.
A Cross-Family Analysis of Multiple Literacy Practices
In the descriptions of the data, it is clear that literacy contextualization in the
homes of these African American families offers an assertion of common literacy
practices. During data analysis, three major themes emerged: use of literacy related to
family connections, use of literacy related to religion, and use of literacy related to civil
rights enhancement. What materializes is an authenticity of literacy practices among the
participating families. It is important to maintain that the three emergent themes in the
broader landscapes of the families only begin to uncover the top layers of the literacy
practices occurring within these families’ homes.
Family Connections Literacy Usage
Establishing and maintaining family connections has been routinely observed in
the literature as a major use of literacy in the homes of African American families
(Taylor, 1988). This was apparent during the course of the current study as well.
Forming, constructing, and fostering family relationships are some of the ways the
Cunningham family use literacy, as they have an ongoing practice of communicating
through mobile phone texts, e-mail, and video messaging. “While the girls are away from
home, we text a lot and Tango a lot. That way I can keep track of them,” states Vanessa.
In efforts to maintain a sense of togetherness and strengthen the family bond, Vanessa
attests that she sometimes reads stories to Bailey and Myles at the same time via video
messaging.

80

Family connections in which interactional use of literacy practices serve as a daily
function can be seen in the Duncan home. Jessica describes how Meghan helps keep her
on track in the morning. “Meghan serves as my count-down girl. She watches the clock
and tells me what time it is so we can get out the door.” This authentic use of time offers
a social context for Meghan to understand number literacy in the real world (Dyson,
2003; Purcell-Gates, 2004). Both Compton-Lilly (2003) and Purcell-Gates (2004)
discuss how children acquire many aspects of the print system by participating in natural
reading and writing practices within their homes.
In efforts to keep Daniel quiet on a family trip to pick up his cousin from college,
Jeremy said, “I moved my cousin home for the summer from college last week, and when
we go on long car rides, Angela keeps Daniel busy by playing games on the iPad with
him.” In a later interview, Jeremy discussed how Daniel had gotten addicted to the iPad
and that his mother had to eventually go purchase Daniel a youth version, the Leap Frog
iPad. The kid-friendly version includes instructional games, but Daniel still likes to play
use his grandmother’s iPad.
Family connections can also be seen in CJ Askew’s role-playing games with the
action figures he depicts in his illustrations and writings (Figure 6).

Figure 6. CJ’s writings and drawings of his story The Angry Boy.
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CJ engages his brother and friends in theatrics-based productions, with his figures
serving as the backdrop. Dyson (1997) discusses that in order for social play with
superheroes to come to life, children’s own conceptualized understanding of their
everyday worlds must shape the play. For example, when CJ pretends to be a superhero
saving his younger brother from an evil villain, he intellectualizes the family connection
established in his home. Conversely, this knowledge, which can be taken for granted,
comes from the social dilemmas associated with CJ’s experiences. Vygotsky (1978)
contends that children have illusory freedom—a deceptive freedom that is actually
bounded by their cultural constraints. Whatever the intentions, CJ’s voice can be heard
through his writings and illustrations, which creates a bridge to his home with his brother
and his other friends.
Daniel’s grandmother allowing him to use her iPad may be viewed as a means of
family bonding. However, there is also a secondary function. Jeremy discusses the
notepad function of the device, in which he creates a schedule for Daniel. This former
U.S. Marine outlines the morning schedule he planned for Daniel (Figure 7). Every
morning Daniel reads the schedule and follows the plan to get him ready for a day at preschool. Jeremy informs that he told Daniel he is a Marine like his daddy, so he also has to
follow a daily regimen. So instead of Daniel’s father, uncle, or grandmother assisting him
with preparing for school, Daniel attempts to maintain his own schedule. Having the
schedule for fewer than three weeks, Daniel has used it every day.
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Figure 7. Daniel’s “Marine schedule,” which is his morning rountine.

By promoting Daniel’s “Marine schedule,” the Richmond family solidifies their
relationships and family connections. Johnson (2011) argued that relationships are
established and maintained in interactional uses of literacy. Additionally, this type and
use of literacy allows a family to gain information and meet practical needs (Heath,
1983).
Before Keifer leaves for travel trips, Kenosha clarifies, “He leaves scriptures for
us to read. They are the same ones he has and that way we are can be on one accord.”
Further probing elucidates “one accord” means the family can read, study, and mediate
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their needs, expectations, and desires as a whole unit to God. This practice brings into
line the family connections made in the Watkins household.
Religious Connections Literacy Usage
Religion is a cultural system that is fundamental in the bedrock of the African
American family (Mattis, 2005). Lynch and Hanson (1997) agree that literacy practices
that reinforce religious connections are common in the homes of Black American
families. Mattis (2005) reports that religion and religious practices heavily shape the
structure and functioning of these families.
In the Askew family, religion is a major part of the summer. Shania has started to
call her family “Askew’s Childcare.” During the summer months, Shania’s boys attend
vacation bible school at three different churches at least. In the last two weeks, she has
taken both her sons and their friends to vacation bible school. Shania clarifies that the
boys love attending vacation bible school at their own church and always invites their
friends. In turn, they are invited to their friends’ bible school sessions. Because Shania is
home during the day in the summer, she is responsible for carpooling and other activities.
But she attests that she does not mind because “the boys learn a lot about Jesus and it
gives them something to do.”
During vacation bible school, the boys are actively engaged in various literacy
experiences that they bring home. Their experiences are translated into dramatic skits,
scripture reading, prayers, songs, and mnemonics to help them remember the details of
each story. CJ and his friends sing church songs in the car on the way home from church
and incorporate “Bibleman” antics in their stories. McMillon and Edwards (2008)
contend that such literacy practices are similar to the practices occurring at school that
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promote phonological/phonemic awareness, reading and responding to stories, and oral
language development and retelling.
Religious connection literacy practices may also be observed in Jessica Duncan’s
home, as Jessica teaches her daughters the music from the angel choir. She is utilizing the
by ear method as well as covering musical notes. As Jessica clarifies in her experiences,
“Black people play by ear, and White folks play by music.” And she mentions that there
is a disadvantage to both: “You got to be able to pick up if someone is singing on the
spot, but if it is a new song, you got to be able to read the sheet music.” Jessica
encourages Meghan and Taylor to listen to the music closely and try to pick the proper
piano note. Equally, she uses methods such as media software to encourage her daughters
to identify notes.
This past Mother’s Day at Jessica’s church, her daughters gave her a red rose,
which signifies a living mother -while a white rose signifies a decreased mother (Figure
8). Jessica keeps her rose in her Bible near her favorite verse, which she often reads to
Meghan and Taylor (Psalms, 11:1-17, Kings James):

Psalms 11
In the LORD I take refuge.
How then can you say to me:
“Flee like a bird to your mountain.
2
For look, the wicked bend their bows;
they set their arrows against the strings
to shoot from the shadows
at the upright in heart.
3
When the foundations are being destroyed,
what can the righteous do?”
4

The LORD is in His holy temple;
the LORD is on His heavenly throne.
He observes everyone on earth;
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His eyes examine them.
The LORD examines the righteous,
but the wicked, those who love violence,
He hates with a passion.
6
On the wicked He will rain
fiery coals and burning sulfur;
a scorching wind will be their lot.
5

7

For the LORD is righteous,
He loves justice;
the upright will see his face.

Figure 8. Jessica’s Mother’s Day rose from her daughters.
In Jessica’s discussion of this particular scripture, she shares how she often gives
Meghan and Taylor background to the passage, specifying that its purpose is to
encourage faith in the Lord’s righteousness. McLoyd, Hill, and Dodge (2005) contend
that African American families use Biblical scriptures as a coping mechanism for their
psychological well-being. This literacy practice is engrained in the Duncan family and is
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implemented daily—during morning and night prayer and also during family bible
studies on Sunday afternoons.
This same literacy practice may be observed in the Watkins/Thomas home.
During analysis of the literacy artifacts, Kenosha states that Jerrica and Jacob often read
and reread the religious literacy artifacts in their home. As Kenosha describes, a business
card holder (Figure 9) is on their computer desk along with a pen holder (Figure 10); the
children have been read the verses on these items so many times that they have
memorized the scriptures. Additionally, Kenosha confirms that the children often use a
wall plaque and picture in their dramatic play (Figures 11 and 12). “When the twins ‘play
church,’ Jacob is going to quote John 3:16 each and every time!” Kenosha exclaims.
They also use a picture from the wall in the kitchen to construct Jacob’s pulpit. These
literacy practices are fostering culturally relevant teaching, concept of print, storybook
reading and responses, phonological/awareness, and oral language development and
retelling (McMillon & Edwards, 2008).

Figure 9. A business card holder in Jerrica and Jacob’s home.
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Figure 10. The scripture from a pen holder in Jerrica and Jacob’s home.

Figure 11. A wall plaque in Jerrica and Jacob’s home.
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Figure 12. A picture on the wall in Jerrica and Jacob’s home.

For a program Myles participated in, Vanessa described the proudness of the
family when he recited Psalms 24, “Each of the children memorized the 24th Psalms
around Myles age. It just took me back to when Kimbra and Katelyn were young.” This
particular scripture appears to be religious staple in the Cunningham family. Vanessa
confirms by maintaining, “When the kids learn it by heart, we say it as a part of nightly
prayers.” Continuing, she reminisce how as a child her grandmother had three picture
frames on her living room wall- the 24th Psalm, a picture of Jesus, and a picture of Dr.
Martin Luther King, Jr.
Each of the five families from the current study demonstrated a religious use of
literacy practices, ranging from Myles memorizing Psalms 24 to Daniel and Angela’s
nightly prayers for protection of Jeremy as a police officer. Each night before going to
sleep Daniel says the same prayer, according to Jeremy, “Now I lay me down to sleep, I
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pray the Lord my soul to keep. If I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to
take. God bless daddy, help him get the bad guys. God bless Uncle Kelvin, Ne-Naw, Ms.
K. and all my friends at school.” Ne-Naw is the name Daniel calls his grandmother,
Angela.
The literature (Heath, 1983; Johnson, 2010; McMillon & Edwards, 2008; Taylor,
1988) agrees that religious use of literacy is a momentous component of African
American family life. It serves as the foundation in the construction of the language and
literacy development of children from these homes. This can be seen beginning with their
oral language development through songs, poems, scriptures, and verses children obtain
as a byproduct of their religious practices.
Civil Rights Enhancement Connection Literacy Usage
Mathematical thinking. When marginalized groups encounter a system that does
not address their needs, issues of social inequality, absolute freedom, and guaranteed
privileges emerge. In the family literacy discourse, the absence of the voices of families
not associated with the dominant culture demonstrates a void. Within this void, the
voiceless do not have the same freedoms and privileges the discourse infusion in
developing academic and instructional practices affiliated with their children. This then
becomes a civil rights issue (Edwards, 2010; Kress, 2005; Moses & Cobb, 2001;
Watkins, 2001). Moses and Cobb (2001) presented a historical discourse related to the
understanding of mathematical thinking as the new battleground for civil rights.
Accordingly, it is the right of African American families to develop an understanding of
mathematics. Early literacy practices occurring within the homes are the foundation of
mathematics thinking. These literacy practices include recording numbers, preparing
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budgets, paying bills, applying for loans, and maintaining schedules (Johnson, 2010;
Taylor, 1988).
In the current study, the use of literacy for mathematics purposes indeed emerges
in the homes of these African American families. When weekly tuition is due, Jeremy
writes the check and allows Daniel to place the check in the designated area for deposit.
Jessica shares a similar practice with Meghan. Cedric Askew browses sale papers with
his sons CJ and Carlton, seeking bargains. Kenosha and Keifer give the twins a $10
allowance in $1 bills, encouraging them to pay themselves 10% and tithe 10% to the
church. Kenosha states, “They know $1 goes to God and one dollar goes to their piggy
bank. They can spend the rest any way they want to.” Mathematics thinking is being
developed in the homes of these families through everyday literacy practices.
Global connection and awareness. Gaining information from various print
sources for global connection and awareness was a literacy practice observed during the
current study. According to Johnson (2010), reading information from the newspaper
and other media sources are ways that African American families use literacy. Shania, an
active member of an international sorority, uses some of the literature to maintain a
connection with local, state, national, and international events across the globe. She
describes how the national arm of the organization is opening a school in an
impoverished country that experienced a devastating earthquake several years ago and
that in the past year; the local chapter has held several events, including book drives, for
the school. Shania explains how she has CJ remove the books he no longer reads from his
bookshelf. They also purchased books from a local thrift store for the children. As Shania
stated, it is important for her children to recognize their obligation to help people all over
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the world, especially those from similar ethnic backgrounds. During the recent tornadoes
in the Midwestern United States, Jessica tracked the storms and associated events,
sharing how blessed her family is and stressing “the importance of prayer for the
families” to her children.
Study participants shared how they discuss with their children the importance of
the election of Mr. Barack Obama, the first African American President of the United
States. Jeremy recounts how his family watched the 2012 election results, and during the
exuberant celebrations after each state’s victories, Dalton was happily jumping and
yelling “We won! We won!” Vanessa reports hosting a “Get Out and Vote” party at her
home, and during the party, Myles and Katelyn helped stuff bags with campaign
literature in support of President Obama’s re-election. One family reported that they
saved newspaper articles from the first and second elections so that their children may
read about the historical events from the newspapers when they are old enough to
understand. Taylor (1993) contends that literacy practices associated with media outlets
detailing local, state, national, and international events is another dynamic way African
American families use literacy.
Educational attainment. African American families customarily use literacy for
educational attainment (Compton-Lilly, 2003; Edwards, McMillon, & Turner, 2010;
Taylor, 1993). This is obvious when examining the demographics of the
parents/caregivers in the current study. Of the five participating families including 11
parents/caregivers, 2 are currently pursuing bachelor’s degrees, 2 already have bachelor’s
degrees, 2 hold advance degrees, and 1 has a PhD. This is indicative of the commitment
these families have to educational attainment. The literature (Compton-Lilly, 2003;
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Gadsden, 1992; Edwards, McMillon, & Turner, 2010; McLoyd, 2000; Tatum, 2009)
argues against the dominant culture’s belief that African American families do not care
about educational attainment. There actually appears seems to be a high value assigned to
education.
The experiences within the homes of the families in the current study identify the
importance of education to each family. Parents and children reading books together was
a commonly reported task that occurred in the homes of participant families. As part of
their daily routine, Vanessa or Marcus assist Myles with his homework, this usually
consists of tier 1 words. Sometimes Myles’ parents will include first grade words for
enrichment and additional practice. Continuing, Vanessa articulates, “We read a book
each night. I don’t remember the specific book titles, but they are usually about
dinosaurs, animals, or cars. He also reads or listens to stories on the iPad.” Jessica
reports that on Sunday afternoons, the television goes off, and it becomes reading time in
the Duncan household. Jeremy cited on the nights he does not have to work, he reads to
Daniel before bed, and his mother performs the task when he is unable to do so. These
African American families are thoughtful in their own understanding of preparing their
children for success, with nightly reading as a major component of their lives.
A Cross-Family Analysis of the Perceptions of Literacy Practices
The participants in this study indicated a perception of their current home literacy
practices as less significant to their children’s language and literacy development as the
literacy practices which mirrors the dominant cultural. The literacy practices the families
imparted into their homes which emerged from the dominant culture was commonly
viewed as important to the language and literacy development of their children. Those
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practices and experiences not readily related to the dominant culture were viewed as of
lesser importance. In early interviews and blog postings, the families wanted to display
the literacy practices less associated with their in-home literacy practices. When asked
about literacy practices, the families mentioned reading books delivered as part of a
monthly state ran book program, as several families mentioned that they participate(d) in
a program in which children would receive a preselected book each month from birth
until they enter kindergarten. Accordingly, several of the books had been read to Meghan
so many times that she has memorized the text. The families discussed using flash cards
to teach sight words, as Vanessa described Myles has to go through a prescribed set of
sight words each evening. One of Jeremy’s literacy artifacts was phonic lessons on the
iPad Daniel uses daily. Kenosha discussed the stories she reads to twins Jerrica and
Jacob each night.
The participating families consistently discussed their roles in their children’s
language and literacy development as important when they promote the practices that are
aligned with school activities. There was little to no evidence of the role of the authentic
literacy practices in their homes. Even when directly asked, responses were similar to the
one Vanessa furnished: “I guess so, but I think us reading to him and doing his
homework is the major factor.” When asked if there were other things that they did with
their children that aided the development of the children’s language or reading skills, the
families overwhelmingly said things that were related to the dominate culture’s
experience: reading more books, completing more homework, and even enrolling in the
national academic learning center for summer enrichment, which counts hours of
worksheets as enrichment.
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The perceptions of the African American families in the current study were
aligned with previous research (Compton-Lilly, 2003; Johnson, 2010; Lee, 2007;
McMillon & Edwards, 2008), in which it has been found that marginalized families
accept their practices as less important. Several researchers (Compton-Lilly, 2003;
Dyson, 2003; Edwards, 2003; Heath, 1983; Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1975; McMillon &
Edwards, 2005; Taylor, 1988) provided historical and foundational work that gives voice
to marginalized individuals, contending that these families have been unheard for so long
that they often cannot hear their own voices.
Conclusion
In efforts to determine the literacy practices of African American families and
their perceptions of those practices, this study collected data through interviews, literacy
artifacts, and blog postings. The collected data resulted in three emerging literacy practice
themes: family connection, religious connections and civil rights engagement. Upon
further analysis of the interviews and postings, it was determined the perceptions of their
practices was of little importance to their children’s language and literacy development.
In the next chapter, Chapter 5, a summary of the findings, implications, relevance
to the current literature as well as recommendations for future research will complete this
study.
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Chapter 5
DISCUSSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
Discussion
In Chapter 1, the researcher highlighted the discourse that language and literacy
development is a social context, and the families are the first teachers (Compton-Lilly,
2003). Even when this served as the prevailing thought, family literacy discourse was
often aligned with the practices of the dominant culture (Edwards et.al. 2010). Chapter 2
presents a meticulous account of the historic and current literature discourse pertaining to
family literacy, giving light to the alternative thoughts of family literacy practices in
African American families. Additionally, it offered a generalization of the ecology of
these families, which is critical to comprehending the social context of language and
literacy development among African American children. The methodology was included
in Chapter 3, identifying the study as qualitative and underpinned by critical race theory.
Data collection methods were outlined in Chapter 3 as well, which included a series of
interviews, the analysis of literacy artifacts, and a literacy blog. Chapter 4 presented the
findings generated from the data collected and identified the emergent themes. The
participating families had multiple uses of literacy, including (1) family connection
literacy usage, (2) religious connection literacy usage, and (3) civil rights engagement
literacy usage. In addition, the data showed that participants had a “deficiency view” of
the literacy practices taking place in their own homes. They seemed to view the dominate
culture’s practices as more significant in their children’s language and literacy
development. In this chapter, the researcher will compare the findings from this study to

96

what has been found in previous literature. Implications will also be discussed, along
with recommendations for future study. Chapter 5 concludes with my final thoughts.
Summary of Findings Addressing Each Question
Multiple Uses of Literacy Practices in African American Homes
Three major themes emerged from the data collected for the current study. Those
themes included (1) family connection literacy usage, (2) religious connection literacy
usage, and (3) civil rights engagement literacy usage.
The first theme, family connections literacy usage, was prevalent due to the ways
the families attended to each other’s physical, mental, social, and emotional needs
through the use of literacy. Each of the families displayed a desire to operate in a
collective process while maintaining literacy as a significant factor. This literacy practice
revolved around instrumental and interactional uses of literacy (e.g., babysitting,
shopping, building rapport). Consequently, one of the major literacy practices of these
five families was centered on routines associated with everyday family living.
The second theme, religious connection literacy usage, was centered on the robust
influence of religion in the participants’ homes. Rather through scriptures on the wall or
religious song, each family was connected to some form of spirituality. In addition, this
was the first theme to emerge from the data, as family processes were tightly woven
around religious practices that were almost exclusively byproducts of an outside entity:
their place of worship. Because religion shapes the structure and function of the family, it
is difficult to view the religion and family functions as separate. This is the case for the
third theme, civil rights engagement usage, which referred to the families’ investment in
engaging in ongoing and historical civil rights activities. Historical civil right activities
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include political events, such as campaigning and voting. These literacy practices
included the development of mathematical thinking via counting, saving, and spending
money; the understanding a global connection with the awareness of individuality; and
educational attainment.
As with family connection and religious literacy usage, civil engagement literacy
usage is a legacy in the participants’ literacy experiences. However, at the center of the
three themes, religious literacy was the most notable domain. However, each theme acts
as parts of a gear shift working together to form a holistic literacy practice system in
these African American families and serving as joint factors creating a systematic unit of
literacy practices in the home.
African American Parent’s Perceptions of Literacy Practices in Their Homes
Participant families shared their perceptions of literacy practices as they related to
their children’s language and literacy development. These literacy practices were viewed
as incidental and having little impact on their children’s development. Their view of how
language and literacy development occurs was from a singular direction—emerging from
the practices of the dominate culture. A bidirectional connection between language and
literacy development was not the overarching perception of the families studied. The
functional literacy practices in their homes were seen from a practicality perception only.
Families and Schools: The Enigma Conflict
Lawrence-Lightfoot (1975) discussed the discourse of teachers and parents, with
parents viewing the teacher as “the other woman” in their children’s lives. “Families and
schools are engaged in a complementary sociocultural task and yet they find themselves
in great conflict with one another,” (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1975, p. 21). Children often
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take the precarious voyage from home to school and experience contradictions between
the two settings, the home providing authentic language and literacy development
practices, and the school providing learning opportunities that may or may not be aligned
with contextual ways of learning for African American children. Children are then left to
incorporate the myriad of often inharmonious norms and expectations into a successful
learning experience (Compton-Lilly, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 2009; Lee, 2007; Milner,
2010).
The discontinuities between African American families and schools emerge from
the structural properties and cultural purposes. The school, which is run by the dominant
culture, indicates there are little to no relevant literacy practices occurring in the homes of
African American families, hence it is the school’s responsibility to teach the families to
have meaningful literacy practices. Utilizing the deficiency model for family connections,
schools and researchers obliterate the notion that the practices of African American
families are real and valuable. As an example of researchers’ deleterious view of African
American literacy practices, Washington (2001) argued that to increase reading
attainment, we must examine that is not planted in African American children’s homes.
This stance aligns with the deficiency view of practices in their homes. Continuing,
Washington touted that the lack of home literacy experiences may promote language and
literacy deficiencies for African American children. Compton-Lilly (2003) dispels the
perception that African American families have scarcities in home literacy practices. In
essence, these families are left voiceless in the bureaucratic maze of school. The result
has been parent-training classes that focus on solutions to have better home literacy
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practices instead of focusing or including the practices that are already taking place in the
home.
Study Implications
Heath (1983) encouraged the discourse to include all ways in which we acquire
language and literacy development such as “ways, of living, eating, sleeping,
worshipping, using space, and filling time” (p. 3). The primary implication of the current
study is that African American families have literacy practices that are often over looked
by the dominant culture. To effectively educate African American children, educators
must be cognizant of the social structure from which these children derive. In the current
study, religious literacy practices were one of the overarching themes. However,
McMillon and Edwards (2008) found that practices related to the influential institution in
the African American family have not been invited into the discourse of educating
African American children. The practices that relate to the church offer a rich
environment for language and literacy development.
In early literacy culturally relevant teaching, concepts of print,
phonological/phonemic awareness, story reading and responses, and oral language
development and retellings are considered fundamental in language and literacy
development (Reutzel & Cooter, 2011). Each of these elements may be observed in
religion-focused literacy practices in the African American family. Children’s different
learning styles and religious experiences are considered when drawing similarities within
practices of culturally relevant teaching in the classroom. This can be demonstrated as
mothers Jessica and Kenosha described how various methods are used to teach new choir
songs from the choirs that their children participate in. The children’s choir directors use
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repetition, memorization, visual cues, and positive reinforcement to encourage the
learning of the music. Jessica encouraged Meghan to practice her music at home in her
spare time, and she mimicked the strategies of the choir director. Even though children
may not be fluent enough to read music, they were given a copy of the music to “follow
along” as the choir sang, which is aligned with the development of the concepts of print
as used in school classrooms, such as the use of Big Books, pocket charts, and flip charts.
These tools were used for authentic print experiences, and similar experiences can be
seen when children interact with Bibles, song books, class materials, and church
bulletins. Shania mentioned her son’s “play Bibles” and “real Bibles.” The play Bibles
are thick board book Bibles with Biblical stories and illustrations, and these books are
available for the boys to use when they choose. However, the real Bibles were given to
the boys at birth, and they are used only when a parent is present.
Phonological and phonemic awareness, considered a major pillar of teaching
literacy (Reutzel & Cooter, 2011), can be seen in African American families. Bible-based
skits, speeches, mimes, and song can be seen during in-home practice for Easter
speeches, Christmas pageants, and Black history programs. Poetry, rhymes, verses, lyrics,
and prose pieces are used to prepare children for participation in these activities. The endof-the-year program in which Myles participated in at his church consisted of him
learning the Psalms 23, and Vanessa downloaded a musical version of the scripture to
help Myles learn the piece. Additionally, this can be seen as Jessica, who plays four
instruments, piano, violin, flute, and percussion, trains Meghan to play “by ear” and using
notes.
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Predicting, questioning, inserting, verbal responses, and physical responses are
elements of storybook reading and responses, which is present in the homes of African
American families. Kenosha described how Jerrica and Jacob come home and “play
church,” often using “call and response.” As Kenosha reports, “Jacob is usually the
preacher, and Jerrica is the soloist. And they are so crazy. They always get to shouting
and fall out at the end of their service.” Jerrica and Jacob create props from the materials
from children’s church. A similar experience is reported in the Askew home when CJ and
his friends come from vacation bible school. They sing the songs and use the material
they get in their re-enactments. The songs and tunes, extemporaneous prayers and
testimonies, and scripture readings the children in African American families experience
in their homes correlate to similar strategies that educators should use for oral language
development and retelling.
School educators should draw from these shared domains of the African
American literacy practices for effective classroom practices. Taylor (1983) disclosed the
ease of the transition of White children from the middle class into school, as their home
literacies mirror the school’s literacies. Only the dominant culture’s literacies are
reflected—all others are discounted and dismantled. This dismantling occurs when
African American parents and children are led to believe that they do not have concrete
home literacy practices or that their practices are inadequate. Families, teachers,
administrators, and stakeholders must work together to foster the philosophy, “It takes a
village to raise a child,” which incorporates a proper response to the enigma of African
American language and literacy development.
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As a coalescing thought of the major themes of ways African American families
use literacy- family connection, religious connection, and civil rights enhancement- selfpreservation is the core. The innate desire to preserve who they are is apparent in their
practices. They strive to maintain a family unit, to practice their religious beliefs and
strengthen their civil rights enhancement.
Relevance to the Current Literature
In the current qualitative study, data were extracted that confirmed the presence of
multiple uses of literacy practices occurring in the homes of African American families.
The multiple uses of literacy include family connections literacy usage, religious
connections literacy usage, and civil rights engagement literacy usage. Data, ranging
from the religious artifacts throughout Kenosha’s home to Vanessa’s use of multimedia
to stay connected to her family serves as evidence. As stated in Chapter 2, several studies
have contended that African American families have multiple literacy practices. The
practices identified in the current study supplement those of previous researchers (Heath,
1983; Johnson, 2010; Taylor, 1988). Hence, the current research supports the findings of
this study.
From this study, the researcher may ascertain that African American families use
literacy in countless ways in their homes; however, they are not aware of the importance
of these practices in their children’s language and literacy development. Throughout the
study, parents attempted to show “good” literacy practices that occur within their homes,
such as the use of sight-word flashcards, worksheet completion, and story reading from
school-generated booklists. The literature supports this finding—the assumption of
African American families about their own literacy practices, which states that the
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dominant culture’s practices are superior to the authentic practices established and
grounded in their homes (Compton-Lilly, 2003; Lee, 2007; McMillon & Edwards, 2008;
Milner, 2010, Tatum, 2010). However, current literature refutes this assumption.
McMillon and Edwards (2008) opposed this commonly held belief. Even though several
researchers (Compton-Lilly, 2003; Lee, 2007; McMillon & Edwards, 2008) support that
there are multiple literacy uses, we are yet to see a discourse that does not utilize the
knowledge (Compton-Lilly, 2012). In family literacy discourse, Compton-Lilly, et al.
(2012) argue that there are three major developments: (1) Several historical qualitative
studies show evidence of attention to diversity. These studies were followed by a series
of quantitative studies, in which there were attempts to differentiate school success of
children from diverse communities. However, these studies left the African American
family voiceless. (2) Assertions for family literacy as avenues to speak to social problems
have been progressively less protuberant and that references to literacy are progressively
more positioned in dominant communities. There is a mismatch theory, which discusses
family literacy practices either match or do not match school experiences. (3) Most
family literacy discourse does not adequately address diversity, and if it is addressed, it is
handled in a conflicting, epistemological stance. For example, early learning experiences
with story reading deals only with the length of time the story was read or if the adult
reader posed questions. Authentic uses of story reading are not typically addressed. At
the heart of current family literacy research is the potential to reveal that African
American families’ literacy practices are vital and must be recognized by all everyone,
including the families themselves.

104

Recommendations for Future Research
There is limited current qualitative study that analyzes the multiple uses of
literacy practices in African American families’ homes. To provide voice to families in
educating their children, additional qualitative research is essential. An ethnographic
study could present data that can be triangulated with quantitative data to produce
curriculum for the education of African American children. This research could grapple
with both identifying literacy practices and determining the perceptions of said practices.
In future studies, emphasis could be placed on determining ways to offer African
American families a sense of value in the home-school connection. This may consist of
the recognition of the ways parents unintentionally provide literacy experiences for their
children.
The insights gleaned from understanding the richness of literacy practices may
bridge the gap between parents and teachers in their quest to increase language and
literacy development among African American children. Future study could be focused
on strategies to dispel the assumptions that African American families have about their
own literacy practices. According to Compton-Lilly (2003), children inherit literacy
practices may serve as a backdrop to the acquisition of new knowledge.
Edwards et al. (2010) argue that African American children have been the subject
of research designed to focus on their cultural traditions and experiences from a
deficiency posture for too long. However, the researchers do not offer concrete solutions
to improve language and literacy development. This indicates the resounding need for an
investigation of practical ways to support African American children in their cultural
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context. This would present a shift from a model of deficiency to a model of richness for
African American families.
Finally, future research could apply critical race theory to the understanding of
early childhood education. According to Morgan (2011), “content areas of early
childhood education have yet to be fully explored” (p. 171); researchers have a fertile
ground to begin the process. Practices associated with historical perspectives of early
childhood education are often structures implemented by the dominant culture. Hence,
there is a need to explore the family connections and inclusion of African American
families in the development of new policies and processes that would have a direct
impact on educating Black American children. There is a need for research and
interpretation associated with all of those involved in the education of African American
children.
Concluding Remarks
The interest in African American families’ literacy practices emerged from a
personal beliefs of the researcher. Experiencing several family literacy programs for
personal reasons, the assumptions that course facilitators made about families in general,
especially families of color, were interesting. They seemed to have a “We know best”
stance, which is quite vexing. Thus, examining research that supported alternative ways
to develop family literacy programs, the researcher wanted to examine African American
families’ literacy practices and their perceptions of said practices.
African America families have a legacy of literacy practices. The resounding
questions educators must ask are rather those practices are used in the design of practices
for the enhancement of African American children’s language and literacy development
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in the classroom. Secondly, do family literacy programs voice to the most important
people in the lives of young children- their families? In the collection of the data it was
even more apparent the families themselves did not realize they have established
practices which have an important role in the education of their children.
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Appendix A
Interview #1 Questions

The following will be the interview questions asked:

What is the age of the primary caregiver in the home?
What is the age of any secondary caregivers in the home?
What is the outside occupation of the primary caregiver in the home?
What is the outside occupation of secondary caregiver in the home?
What are the highest grade level completed/degree by the adults in the home?
How many people reside in the home?
What are the favorite hobbies and/ or pastime activities of the family, individually and/or
collectively?
What kinds of things do you read on a regular basis?
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Appendix B
Interview # 2 Questions

The following will be the interview questions asked:
Could you tell me what your Saturday morning looks like? Could you describe your early
morning routine?
Could you tell me about your evenings once everyone is home from school and/or work?
Could you describe a typical weekend for you and your child?
For this second interview, the participants will bring their literacy artifact to be discussed.
The discussion will include question/comments such as, Tell me about your artifact? Why
did you select this item? Where is it kept in the home? What is its purpose in the home?
Who uses this item in the home?

*Follow-up questions or comments made during the previous interview which may have
been left unaddressed will be addressed.
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Appendix C
Interview # 3 Questions

The following will be the interview questions asked:
What types of printed material have you read to or with your child within the last week?
Where did it come from?
Do you ever read signs or labels to your child? Anything other than books? Do you find
these tools useful?
Do you think your literacy practices have any bearing on the language and literacy
development of your child? Why?
Do you think it is important to talk to your children about things they see in their
environment?
Why?
What do you believe is the most important practice in improving your child’s literacy and
language development? Why?
What do you believe will benefit your child’s language and literacy development more,
picture labels, accompanied by verbal definitions, or conversations accompanied by
verbal definitions? Why?
Are there other things that you do with your child that you think assist in developing
his/her language or reading skills?

*Follow-up questions or comments made during the previous interviews which may have
been left unaddressed will be addressed.
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Appendix D
Weekly Blog Topics

The following will be weekly blog topics:
Week One Topic- School Is Out, So What Do We Do?
Blog Prompt:
Good Morning Families! School is finished for most of your children. However,
some of the younger ones may attend school year around. What are your plans
for this summer? What activities in the home, as well as outside of the home do
you have planned?
(After each response I will ask prompting questions.)

Week Two Topic- Should Pre-K/Kindergarten Children Have Chores?
Blog Prompt:
Good Morning Families! I was thinking about the many tasks we have to do as
parents
around the home. Some of those tasks are small and mundane. Some of those
tasks are larger and tougher. What role do your children play in getting those
things done in the home? Do they have assigned specific chores or do you allow
them to pitch in randomly?
(After each response I will ask prompting questions.)
Week Three Topic- Our Family’s Vacation or Event Planning
Blog Prompt:
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Good Morning Families! The sun it out and the children want to explore. Do you
have specific plans for family vacations or special events? Anyone planning a
family reunion this summer? What roles will your children play in the planning of
those events or activities ? What roles will your children play in carrying out
those events
or activities?
(After each response I will ask prompting questions.)

Week Four Topic- Pre-K/Kindergarten Children and Summer Play
Blog Prompt
Good Morning Families! We are well into the summer. Are your children
enjoying the
summer thus far? What does your typical day look like now that school is out for
some of
your children? Have your family schedule and/or routine changed any this
summer?
Are the children getting more flexible time to play and enjoy the summer?
(After each response I will ask prompting questions.)
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Appendix E
Recruitment Letter

Volunteers Wanted for a Research Study
Literacy Practices in the Homes of African American Families and their
Perceived Affects on the Language and Literacy Development of their
Children
We are seeking African American parents of PreK and/ or Kindergarten
children residing in the metropolitan area to participate in a research study on
literacy practices in their homes.
This study will examine unforeseen literacy practices within the homes of
African American families and their perceived affects on the language and
literacy development of their children.
Participation in this one month study is voluntary. It involves the
completion of three interviews, collection of literacy artifacts, as well as
participation in a month long blog. Benefits of participation in the study will
include free literacy material to be used with Pre-K and/or kindergarten age
children.
To learn more about this research, contact Delilah Davis at 901-493-8513
or email dadavis@memphis.edu.
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This research is conducted through the Department of Instructional
Curriculum at the University of Memphis under the supervision of
Dr. J. Helen Perkins (jhperkns@memphis.edu).
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Appendix F:
Parent Invitation

Literacy Practices in the Homes of African America Families and
their Perceived Affects on the Language and Literacy
Development of their Children
You are invited to be in a research study conducted by Delilah Davis from the
University of Memphis. You are invited because you are an African American
parent of a PreK or Kindergarten student residing in the Memphis metropolitan
area.
If you agree to be in the study, you will be asked to complete three interviews,
share a literacy artifact to be analyzed and participate in a four week blog.
Participation is voluntary. However, complimentary PreK/Kindergarten literacy
material will be given to the children.
A pseudo will be used in this study to maintain anonymous status. If anyone else
is given information about you, they will not know your name. A number or
initials will be used instead of your name.
If something makes you feel uncomfortable while you are in the study, please
contact Dr. J. Helen Perkins via email at jhperkns@memphis.edu. If you decide
at any time you do not want to finish the study, you may stop whenever you want.

You can ask Delilah Davis questions any time about anything in this study.
Signing this paper means that you have read this or had it read to you, and that
you agree to be in the study. You have the option to change your mind and
withdraw from this study at any given time. You agree that you have been told
about the purpose and procedures of this study.

___
Signature of Person Agreeing to be in the Study
Signed
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Date

Appendix G

Consent Form

CONSENT to Participate in a Research Study
Literacy Practices in the Homes of African American Families and their Perceived
Affects on the Language and Literacy Development of their Children
WHY ARE YOU BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH?
You are being invited to take part in a research study about literacy practices in
the home of African American families. You are being invited to take part in this
research study because you meet the criteria for the study. The criteria include;
1.) Parent of a pre-K or kindergarten child, 2.) Reside in a metropolitan area. 3.)
Identify yourself as an African American parent. If you volunteer to take part in
this study, you will be one of about five people to do so.
WHO IS DOING THE STUDY?
The person in charge of this study is Delilah A. Davis of University of Memphis
Department of Instruction and Curriculum Leadership-Reading. She is being
guided in this research by Dr. J. Helen Perkins- her dissertation chair. There may
be other people on the research team assisting at different times during the
study.

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY?
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This study examines the uniqueness of unforeseen literacy practices
within the home on the language and literacy of children. We will research the
considerations of the impact home literacy practices on the language and literacy
development of early learners.
By doing this study, we hope to learn of contributions for the preparation of
instructional planning for classroom teachers. Moreover, the study will give
validity to the importance of recognizing the uniqueness each child brings to the
classroom.
ARE THERE REASONS WHY YOU SHOULD NOT TAKE PART IN THIS
STUDY?
You should not participate in this study if you do not meet the following
guidelines:
 have a Pre-Kindergartener or Kindergartener
 reside in a home identified as a African American family
WHERE IS THE STUDY GOING TO TAKE PLACE AND HOW LONG WILL IT
LAST?
The research procedures will be conducted at M.E.M Learning Center-where
there will be three sessions held.
WHAT ARE YOU ASKED TO DO?
During these sessions you will be asked to participate in a four week blog,
conduct three interviews and bring artifacts related to literacy practices to be
analyzed. The participation in this portion of the study should be approximately
fifteen minutes per week. The total amount of time you will be asked to volunteer
for this study is four hours over the next four weeks.
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS?
To the best of our knowledge, the things you will be doing have no more risk of
harm than you would experience in everyday life.
WILL YOU BENEFIT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
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There is no guarantee that you will get any benefit from taking part in this study.
However, some people have experienced a greater awareness of literacy
practices within their homes when completing these types of studies. Your
willingness to take part, however, may, in the future, help society as a whole
better understand this research topic.
DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY?
If you decide to take part in the study, it should be because you really want to
volunteer. You will not lose any benefits or rights you would normally have if you
choose not to volunteer. You can stop at any time during the study and still keep
the benefits and rights you had before volunteering.
IF YOU DON’T WANT TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY, ARE THERE OTHER
CHOICES?
If you do not want to be in the study, there are no other choices except not to
take part in the study.
WHAT WILL IT COST YOU TO PARTICIPATE?
There are no costs associated with taking part in the study.
WILL YOU RECEIVE ANY REWARDS FOR TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
You will receive literacy material to be used with your child/children for taking part
in this study.
WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION THAT YOU GIVE?
We will make every effort to keep private all research records. Your information
will be combined with information from other people taking part in the study.
When we write about the study to share it with other researchers, we will write
about the combined information we have gathered. You will not be personally
identified in these written materials. We may publish the results of this study;
however, we will keep your name and other identifying information private.
Usernames in the blog will be unidentifiable to anyone other than the participants
him or herself.
Confidentiality and Data Security for Electronic Data procedures:
 Only the primary research will have access to the recorded information. It
will be stored on a flash drive and later transmitted with pseudo indicators.
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This study is anonymous. That means that no one, not even members of the
research team, will know that the information you give came from you.
We will keep private all research records that identify you to the extent allowed
by law. However, there are some circumstances in which we may have to show
your information to other people. For example, the law may require us to show
your information to a court or to tell authorities if you report information about a
child being abused or if you pose a danger to yourself or someone else. Also,
we may be required to show information which identifies you to people who need
to be sure we have done the research correctly; these would be people from
such organizations as the University of Memphis.

CAN YOUR TAKING PART IN THE STUDY END EARLY?
If you decide to take part in the study you still have the right to decide at any time
that you no longer want to continue. You will not be treated differently if you
decide to stop taking part in the study.

ARE YOU PARTICIPATING OR CAN YOU PARTICIPATE IN ANOTHER
RESEARCH STUDY AT THE SAME TIME AS PARTICIPATING IN THIS ONE?
You may take part in this study if you are currently involved in another research
study. It is important to let the investigator know if you are in another research
study. You should also discuss with the investigator before you agree to
participate in another research study while you are enrolled in this study.

WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS, SUGGESTIONS, CONCERNS, OR
COMPLAINTS?
Before you decide whether to accept this invitation to take part in the study,
please ask any questions that might come to mind now. Later, if you have
questions, suggestions, concerns, or complaints about the study, you can contact
the investigator, Delilah Davis at 901-493-8513. If you have any questions about
your rights as a volunteer in this research, contact the Institutional Review Board
staff at the University of Memphis at 901-678-3074. We will give you a signed
copy of this consent form to take with you.

WHAT IF NEW INFORMATION IS LEARNED DURING THE STUDY THAT
MIGHT AFFECT YOUR DECISION TO PARTICIPATE?
If the researcher learns of new information in regards to this study, and it might
change your willingness to stay in this study, the information will be provided to
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you. You may be asked to sign a new informed consent form if the information is
provided to you after you have joined the study.

What happens to my privacy if I am interviewed?
Identifying information will be associated with your responses will be separated
from identifying information i.e. using code numbers or pseudonyms.
WHAT ELSE DO YOU NEED TO KNOW?
Disclosure: No institution or companies are involved in the study through funding,
cooperative research, or by providing supplies or equipment.
_________________________________________
Signature of person agreeing to take part in the study

____________
Date

_________________________________________
Printed name of person agreeing to take part in the study
_________________________________________
Name of [authorized] person obtaining informed consent
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____________
Date
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